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ABSTRACT 


The Covenant Players - Inheritors of and Contributors to the Ancient and 
Ongoing Dialogue Between Theatre and the Church 

Thomas Alfred Yates 


Dramatic forms have been used to communicate religious themes 
from very early times. From these ancient antecedents a long-standing 
dialogue has developed over the centuries between the theatre and the 
church. 

The Covenant Players, International Repertory Theatre Company is 
the world’s largest and most prolific producer of drama specifically 
designed to be a tool for the communication of the Christian Gospel. It is 
a non-profit organization which has its roots in two worlds—that of the 
theatre and that of the Church. Covenant Players is both Christian 
ministry and professional theatre. It is a unique organization and as 
such has had a profound impact on those who have had an involvement 
with it. 

Chapter 1 of the professional project is a discussion of the ways 
that drama may function as an effective tool in the communication 
process, especially as it is used for communication of the Christian 
Gospel. Using references to theatre history, a pattern is traced which 
shows that drama has been used in a variety of forms to communicate 
both directly and indirectly religious themes. Special attention is paid 
to the way that story informs faith and vice versa. Drama is seen as a 
particular form of story. 
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Chapter 2 provides an overview and Introduction to the work of the 
Covenant Players, International Repertory Theatre. 

Chapter 3 reports on oral Interviews with persons from a wide 
variety of levels of Involvement with the Covenant Players, focusing on 
the ways that their experiences have molded and shaped their faith 
journey. These persons are put forth as the living proof that drama may 
be used In an effective and powerful way to Inform and promote the 
Christian Faith. 

Chapter 4 reports on the Impact of Covenant Players on churches 
and other user groups by presenting a sampling of comments (both 
positive and negative in tone) from audience members and reports of 
impacting experiences related to performances by members of the group. 

A two-part appendix is included which contains the transcriptions 
of the oral interviews reported on In Chapter 3 and samples of printed 
promotional material for the Covenant Players. 
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PREFACE 


"And Jesus came and said to them, 'All authority in heaven and on 
earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you; 
and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age.'" 

Matthew 28: 18-20, RSV, "The Great Commission" 

"The mission of the Covenant Players is to turn the world 

upside-right for Christ in our generation." 

Charles M. Tanner 

Founder and Director/The Covenant Players 


"With many such parables he [Jesus] spoke the word to them, as 
they were able to hear it; he did not speak to them without a parable." 

Mark 4: 33-34, RSV 

"The traditional lecture or sermon format is the single worst 
method of effectively communicating the Gospel message -- and yet it is 
the one that the Church employs ninety-nine percent of the time in its 
verbal communication." 

Charles M. Tanner 

Founder and Director/The Covenant Players 
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At the close of the writings we know as the Gospel according to 
St. Matthew the clear instruction is given to the followers of Jesus 
Christ that they should spread the teachings and faith which they had 
received directly from Christ himself. Using the authority of Christ, the 
followers are to go into all the world making disciples, baptizing, and 
teaching in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In short, they 
are told to communicate the good news -- the gospel of Christ. History 
tells us that the disciples did just that. Growing from that small band of 
followers in Judea, Christianity has become one of the most powerful 
influences on earth. Christ's great commission has been before 
Christians of every generation since the founding of the Church. The task 
of effectively communicating the Gospel has been a part of the challenge 
to Christians living during every era of church history -- and it is the 
task for twentieth-century followers as well. The challenge has been 
consistently met for nearly two thousand years as evidenced by the 
spread of God's story into every corner of the earth. 

The stated goal of the Covenant Players, International Repertory 
Theatre Company, is to communicate the gospel message in the most 
effective manner possible -- thus turning the world upside-right for 
Christ in our generation. Using the medium of drama as the tool for 
communication, the Covenant Players seek to fulfill to the best of their 
abilities the Great Commission. Like the original followers of Christ, 
the Covenant Players see their mission as spreading the Gospel message 
into all the world. By using drama as their format for communication, 
the Covenant Players have become the inheritors of an ancient dialogue 
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between theatre and the Church. It is an exploration of this dialogue and 
how it functions in the communication of religious values, an 
introduction to and an overview of the work of the Players, 
conversations with selected individuals whose lives have been touched 
by an experience with the Players, and an exploration of the impact of 
the Players on those who witness their performances that forms the 
backbone of this D.Min. Professional Project. 
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CHAPTER 1 

At the Interface of Religion and Drama: Drama as a 
Communicative Medium for the Gospel Story 

A Brief History of Drama In the Church 

From the earliest days of human habitation on the earth, human 
beings have endeavored to use whatever means of communication that 
seemed most appropriate and effective In an attempt to explain that 
which was beyond their powers of understanding. This attempted 
explanation of the unexplainable Is surely at the earliest roots of 
religious thought. As humans gazed Into the sky, saw the Immensity and 
power of the universe and the forces of nature in the heavens and then 
looked around them at the wonder and beauty of the Earth, a conviction 
must have formed which acknowleged that there must inevitably be some 
unknown and mysterious, but very powerful force, greater than they, 
which was responsible for the existence of the universe, the world, 
natural forces, and themselves. The roots of religious expression are 
found In those earliest attempts at understanding and exploring the 
environment which surrounds us. From that prehistoric wonder came the 
first feeble attempts at explaining or identifying this mysterious force. 
Thus, In sharing the wonderment and mystery of the Creation, the 
attempted communication of religious Ideas was born. The 
communication of religion has therefore been around as long as religious 
thought itself. 
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Before the advent of formalized verbal and later written language 
systems, It would be easy to Imagine that primatlve peoples might have 
used sign-language, signals, gestures, pantomime and "acting out" to 
communicate with one another. This would be much the same way that 
we modern human beings attempt to communicate when we find 
ourselves In a situation where we do not know the local language. We 
make gestures, point, make faces, and If necessary mimic or mime the 
action until our point is communicated (we hope!). In this fashion, the 
attempt at effective communication, some of the earliest dramatic 
forms likely began to be developed. 

No one really knows how the organized theatre began, but there are 
many theories about It. Oscar 6. Brockett states that the most widely 
accepted theory today is based upon the assumption that theatre evolved 
from ritual. 


In the beginning, human beings viewed the 
natural forces of the world, even the seasonal 
changes, as unpredictable, and they sought, through 
various means, to control these unknown and 
feared powers. Those measures which appeared to 
bring the desired results were then retained and 
repeated until they hardened into fixed rituals. 

Eventually stories arose which explained or veiled 
the mysteries of the rites. As humans progressed 
in knowledge, some rituals, such as those 
Involving human sacrifice, were abandoned, but the 
stories, later called myths, persisted and provided 
material for art and drama. 1 

Edwin Wilson points out that the Impulse toward theater is 
universal. 

It has occurred wherever human society has developed.... 

In virtually every culture recorded in history or studied by 
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anthropologists, we find rituals, religious ceremonies, and 
celebrations that include elements of theater 

One of these elements is a presentation by performers in 
front of an audience —a ceremony, for example, by priests 
before members of a community. 

Storytelling is another element. In many cultures there 
are strong traditions of storytellers who recite myths or 
legends from the past, or teach lessons by means of stones, 
to a group of listeners. 

Exactly how and at what point these rituals, ceremonies, 
or stories move into the separate realm of theater is a 
matter of conjecture. 2 

Theology and theatre have both become highly specialized and 
sophisticated fields of study in our modern age; yet at the root they are 
still closely related. Religion still attempts to explain that which is 
transcendant or unexplainable in the world around us and drama attempts 
to communicate our thoughts, feelings, and emotions in a way that bare 
language by itself cannot. 

The purpose of this project is to show that at the interface of 
religion and drama lies the work of the Covenant Players. They are 
modern interpreters and inheritors of a very ancient tradition and a 
historic and long-standing dialogue between Theatre and Church. 

A reading of the history of theatre shows that the earliest 
recorded forms of drama are from the ancient Creek world and that the 
occasions for the writing and performing of the earliest dramas were the 
great religious festivals of the Greek culture. Early Creek drama 
centered on festivals honoring Dionysus and as the Greek theatre 
developed, tragedy and comedy contests provided incentive for the 
writing of plays that featured the activities of the pantheon of Greek 
Gods. The Greek playwrights heavily employed themes which sought to 
explain the lives of the Gods in relation to human beings. The Gods were 
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made visible by using many dramatic devices, including the Greek Chorus 
which often spoke for the Gods and the so-called God machine which 
enabled the characters representing the Gods to dramatically appear 
onstage from above or below. Brockett points out that "the overuse of 
gods to resolve difficult dramatic situations led to the expression 'deus 
ex machlna’ to describe any contrived ending." 3 

From its roots in Greek culture, the Romans raised and developed 
the theatre and dramatic forms to new heights of sophistication. 
However, with the fall of Rome a powerful and pervasive Church sought 
to suppress theatrical activities as being antithetical to Christian 
behavior. “Actors were forbidden the sacraments of the church and, 
between the sixth and tenth centuries, religious authorities Issued 
frequent injunctions against both presenting and attending any type of 
theatrical entertainment." 4 

In the Middle Ages, theatre once again came into dialogue with 
religious ritual. Brockett says: 

It Is not clear why the church began to use dramatized 
episodes, but the most likely answer Is that It wished to 
make its lessons more graphic. Furthermore, since the 
majority of persons could not understand Latin (the language 
of the church), spectacle had long been an Important means 
of vivifying church doctrine, and dramatic Interludes were 
merely a further development of this tendency. 5 

The priests found that the people could understand the Gospel story of 

the Passion and other events in the sequence of the church year better if 

the Biblical narrations were acted out in dramatic form. 

The first passion dramas were Easter tropes, or extremely 
simplified forms of the story which were acted out In the chancel area 
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of the church during the liturgy. As the passion plays became more and 
more elaborate they were gradually moved outdoors until they came to be 
performed in the church square over a series of weeks leading up tc 
Easter. Brockett explains: 


The length and complexity of the plays differed 
considerably, some being only a single episode a few lines in 
length, others much longer and including a number of related 
events. Next in number to the plays dealing with the Easter 
season are those associated with Christmas and Epiphany, 
but numerous other biblical subjects were also dramatized.® 

The primary purpose of the religious drama was to give the common 
people a chance to understand the Scriptures in a time when the populace 
in general did not have access to reading them on their own and in their 
own language. An example of this form which has survived into the 
modem world (though in updated and adapted style) is the Passion Play 
staged every ten years in the German village of Oberammergau. Again, 
the theatre acted strongly as a vehicle for the explanation and 
exploration of religious themes. 

In the medieval world the theatre continued its conjunction with 
the world of religion in the presentation of Mystery plays, which used 
subjects taken from the Holy Scriptures. The Mystery cycles ( a series 
of interelated episodes) were often played by itinerant companies or 
guilds who carried their set-pieces and stage with them on 
pageant-wagons as they toured from town to town throughout the 
countryside. These plays would most often be performed in the town 
square - in front of the village church - and featured themes which 
showed characters wrestling with conscience or morality and 
confronting the diety or the devil. Miracle plays dramatized incidents 
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from the lives of the saints or martyrs, and morality plays presented 
allegories about the moral temptations that beset all humans — the 
everyman. Sometimes the plays were quite pointed, and the players 
gathered their things and rode out of town just in front of disgruntled 
villagers. The plays had hit their Intended mark and communicated 
effectively! 

From a high point in the Middle Ages, the theatre began to move in 
an increasingly secular direction as it moved away from the church and 
specifically religious themes. However, religious themes, both explicit 
and Implicit, continue to be present in the work of playwrights up to and 
including our contemporary theatre. In the modern world, the theatre and 
the church continue their ancient dialogue. 

Works such as Jesus Ch ri st $upe r _s.tar, frxlsp. e)] , W ait ing for So <M, 
Cott on Pat ch Go s pel, Mass Appeal, and Children of a Lesser God among 
others do a great deal to demonstrate that religious themes have a great 
amount of popular appeal even in our highly secular society. The film 
Footloose featured the family of a minister in a small town who 
attempts to Influence the teenage friends of his daughter. Successful 
television series such as Father Murphy. Amen, Highway to Heaven. 
He] 1 to wn. Jesus of Nazareth. AIL and The Thornbirds demonstrate that 
much of the viewing audience is open to and interested in the regular 
dramatic treatment of religious themes. Other programs have 
periodically employed religious themes In their stories. A recent 
episode of the television series St. Elsewhere featured a storyline in 
which one of the leading characters dies and experiences a vision of 
heaven and the afterlife and Is then resusitated. Subsequent episodes 
have included his reflections on the meaning of his experience. In an 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



7 


episode of the series Family Ties. Alex, the yuppie self-assured son, 
experiences deep anguish over the death of his best friend and in trying 
to deal with his feelings the friend appears to him after death. In the 
end Alex wrestles with what his experience will mean to him in relation 
to a renewed belief In God. 

In addition to large scale theatrical works and film and television 
programs which feature the overt treatment of religious subjects, the 
church/theatre dialogue continues in a smaller arena with the work of 
countless numbers of local church drama troupes and professional 
companies like the Covenant Players and others. Church-related colleges 
and universities, and a handful of seminaries, feature opportunities for 
the study and presentation of theatrical works of all forms. Included in 
this latter group are classes in the study of Religion and the Arts and the 
student-led drama group at the School of Theology at Claremont. 

A Selective Discussion of the Dynamic Relationship Between 
Theatre and Story, Especially as Both Serve 
to Communicate Religious Themes 

The theatre has a natural affinity for the communication of 
religious themes. Theatre has a unique ability to bring to life characters 
and stories. When dramatic forms feature the struggles and joys of 
human beings seeking to live in relationship to each other and the world 
around them within a Christian context, the theatre and the church 
intermingle. The theatre brings stories to life in such a way that it 
gives them flesh and blood and provides open opportunities for the 
identification of the audience with their characters and reflection by the 
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viewers on their themes. By their nature, dramatic forms bring depth 
and richness to a story. Words and characters are lifted off the printed 
page and given color and form. If a picture is worth a thousand words 
then a play Is worth twice that as It brings a static picture to life. 

Story and theatre are two modes of expression that are 
Inextricably Intertwined. Story provides material which theatre 
embodies and brings to life. Without story (whether written out in 
script form or simply the unwritten underpinning for mime or dance), 
theatre has little of value to communicate. In return, theatre provides 
story with a dynamic format for Its telling. Both are enriched and made 
more whole by their marriage. 

Mary Elizabeth Moore, Professor of Christian Education and 
Theology, School of Theology at Claremont, In the edited transcription of 
a seminar presentation at Claremont, as published In Impact, says that 
“story conveys mystery, story brings the past and future into the 
present, story gives hope, stories are alive, and stories have the power 
to form and transform." 7 In short, story brings together the bare 
episodes of living Into a form that enlightens and enriches both the 
teller and the hearer. Story brings life alive. 

Andrew M. Greeley, the Catholic priest, sociologist, and author 
observes In his 1986 novel, God Game, that: 

Stories are not options... .the little kid's plea, ’Momma, 
tell me a story,* Is really a desperate plea for meaning. The 
astonishing, amazing, and confusing phenomena which 
impinge on the child's consciousness seem Inexplicable, 
chaotic, terrifying. Momma's story puts some order into the 
confusion, some cosmos Into the chaos. Religion In its raw 
and elemental manifestation plays a "momma* function: it 
tells stories which suggest that there is order in the 
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confusion, meaning In the terror, cosmos in the chaos. 
Religion, in short is a cosmos-creating activity or it isn't 
worth a damn and isn't even religion. 

So is storytelling... .It is as essential for the condition 
as oxygen. 8 

Theatre and story are entertwined as religion and story are also 
entertwined. Religion tells stories to bring order to the world. Religion 
is revealed in Its stories. Those revelation stories are communicated 
powerfully in dramatic forms. The ancient Greeks knew that; the church 
in the middle ages knew that; and the church of the twentieth century is 
rediscovering it. 

The Scriptures are full of stories which reveal the eternal themes 
of religion: Creation (mystery), and Abraham and Sarah (hope) are two 
that Moore highlights. Noah and the Great Flood (death and rebirth), Ruth 
(loyalty), the raising of Lazarus (bringing the future into the present), 
and the Exodus journey of the people of God (bringing the past into the 
present) are others. Stories take root in the lives of those who tell 
them and those who hear them. Story comes alive for both the teller and 
the hearer whether we are conscious of it or not. It is here that religion 
and story most powerfully mix. Momma religion calms our fears and 
creates a world with enough order that, as long as we are full of The 
Story, we can live in relative peace. 

Story both forms our way of looking at the world and also upsets 
the way the we look at the world. John Dominic Crossan, professor of 
Biblical Studies at DePaul University in Chicago, says that “myth serves 
the function of helping us form our world view, and parable serves the 
function of turning it all upside down and forcing us to look again at our 
way of viewing and being in the world." 9 For Crossan, myth and parable 
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are two poles of story. In story, myth reveals structure and parable 
produces contradiction. For Crossan, story and language and the 
knowledge of 6od are Intertwined. He says: “.. .'reality' Is the world we 
create In and by our language and our story so that what Is 'out there,' 
apart from our Imagination and without our language is as unknowable 
as, say, our fingerprints, had we never been conceived." 10 If we live In 
story, between the poles of myth and parable, as Crossan argues, how 
then is God revealed? He puts the problem this way: 

If there Is only story, then God, or the referent of 
transcendental experience, is either inside my story and, In 
that case, at least in the Judaeo-Christlan tradition i know 
best, God is merely an idol I have created; or, God is outside 
my story, and I have just argued that what is "out there” is 
completely unknowable. 11 

Is God revealed through language then? Crossan answers by saying: "If 
there is only language, then God must be either inside language and in 
that case, as I have stated above, an idol; or he is outside language, and 
there is nothing out there but silence." 12 Crossan ultimately argues that 
God is revealed completely in neither story, myth, parable, nor language — 
any one of these by themselves, but humans are reconciled to God in the 
"dark interval" between the notes of life and death, between the notes of 
myth, parable, story, and language. It is here that God is found. 

There is great importance in the telling of our stories over and 
over again, passing on stories of the past, present, and future. In this 
way our heritage of story is kept alive, the present is celebrated and 
there is a hope in the future. We learn from the past, live in the present, 
and look toward the future. God's story is not a finished one and neither 
is ours. Even as we remember the stories of our past we are living out 
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new ones which we will share at some future time. 


Peter M. Morgan, In his 



. says that 


[stories], . .engage us. They Invite participation. They 
evoke response. In the telling and hearing of stories, 
experiences are created and shared. Rather than a story 
being an Illustration to help people understand a concept, 
the story itself is the point. Stories are not to answer the 
question, "Do you get it?" Rather they ask the question, 
’What do you think of that?" They invite, "Let's talk about 
our experiences, thoughts, feelings." 13 

It is in the sharing of our stories that we become a community, and our 
stories are the elements we hold in common. John Westerhoff in A 
Pilgrim People says "Stories are the bottom line of human communal life. 
Nothing else is ultimately needed." 14 

We have stories to share as individuals, as families, and also as 
communities. As human beings we are individuals who live in the 
context of families, but we are also related to one another in the context 
of communities of many kinds. Communities of neighbors, communities 
of school parents, communities of bowling teams, etc. In each of our 
communities we have stories of past, present, and future that create 
bonds and reflect traditions. The stories we share in common as we 
relate to faith communities, forge bonds of hope and insight as we share 
together God’s story, which we then are challenged to share with others. 

The artist, whether a dramatic artist or an artist of another 
medium, has a special challenge in communicating God’s story within the 
faith community. James Wall comments on the community as an artist’s 
audience: 


There is no guarantee, of course, that art will always 
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convey Its Intended wisdom and Insight to every viewer. 
Richard B. Sewell, in the preface to his two-volume 
biography of Emily Dickinson, observes that “great poets, 
like great dramatists, need great audiences’* (The Life of 
Emily Dickinson [Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1974], p,xi). He 
defines such an audience not as "learned, sophisticated or 
heroic" but "attuned, receptive, expectant, bringing to the 
dramatic encounter shared traditions, fears and hopes, 
memories, passions and mysteries." 

Sewell hopes for an audience that is willing to share with 
the artist a sense of what holds a community together or 
tears It apart -- "what sustains] the human psyche or 
work[s] for its destruction." Such an audience should leave 
an artistic experience "wiser, stronger and more humane.” 15 

When using the arts in worship, the congregation is a community which 
is also an audience. The congregation brings with it shared stories and a 
bonding committment to The Story. The encounter is not a passive one as 
the audience is not simply a sponge soaking up an artistic experience, but 
is expected to share of itself as well. The community of faith is 
enriched by the shared experience. 

Fred Craddock, the noted preacher and seminary professor, says 
that in stories we are able to overhear the Gospel. 15 We can overhear 
the Gospel in stories of joy and suffering, of loneliness and great 
happiness. We overhear it in stories of the ways that people have found 
to describe the unexplainable, the world around them, and the mystery of 
their own existence. Certainly we hear the Gospel directly - -in personal 
Bible reading, in corporate reading as a part of the liturgy, in preaching -- 
and sometimes that is the way to our best apprehension and 
understanding of its messages. However, following Craddock, it is in the 
overhearing, that is finding the Gospel message in the subtext of other 
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messages, that we can truly begin to comprehend deeply God’s story. 

Jesus taught extensively using parables and stories, allowing his 
audiences to overhear the message which was contained therein. The 
parables were not overtly religious tales and yet conveyed much 
religious Insight indirectly through what would appear on the surface to 
be "secular" stories. As a contemporary example of this type of 
communication we need look no further than the popular cinema. Films 
such as Platoon can teach us volumes about the futility and utter chaos 
of war and the devaluation and degradation of human life. The film A 
Trip to Bountiful speaks deeply of the need for human beings to find the 
roots of their personal history and to end life with dignity. In this kind 
of mass communication the gospel can be "overheard" by millions who 
would not be reached by conventional religious approaches. A gifted 
writer, producer and filmaking team can touch the spirits and lives of 
countless persons that traditional religious practice cannot. It Is here 
that the power of a dramatic story as a communicative form can be 
clearly seen. The gospel is both heard and overheard every day in 
theatres all over the world. 

Frederick Buechner, a Presbyterian minister and author, sees The 
Story in a different light. For Buechner the Gospel can be seen as 
comedy, tragedy, and fairy tale. Preaching the Gospel should be telling 
the truth. He says,"... to preach the Gospel is not just to tell the truth 
but to tell the truth in love, and to tell the truth in love means to tell it 
with concern not only for the truth that is being told but with concern 
also for the people it is being told to." 17 We are called not just to 
preach the gospel, not just to deliver a slickly packaged lecture replete 
with our best homtletical tricks of the trade -- but to preach it in such a 
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way that It can be the Truth for those who hear It. We have 
responsibility, Buechner says, to the message itself for communicating 
it in the most effective manner possible (whatever the most effective 
manner may be for any given preaching opportunity). And, we have 
responsibility to those who would hear the Gospel to communicate in a 
way that the truth will be heard. Buechner goes on to say "The preacher 
must always try to feel what it is like to live inside the skins of the 
people he is preaching to, to hear the truth as they hear it.” 18 What good 
is telling the story If It will not be heard? 

The gospel, God’s story, comes alive, becomes truth, not in 
intellectual knowlege but in experience. It is here that drama comes into 
its own as a truly effective tool for communication. In dramatic form 
the gospel can be transformed from an exercise for the Intellect to an 
experience that Involves the senses and emotions. In short, the Gospel 
can be made to communicate to the whole of a person’s being where it's 
message may take root and grow, calling forth a response of faithfulness 
and loving service. Isn't this the essence of using the arts in worship -- 
that the gospel be communicated effectively? The arts -- especially 
drama—allow and encourage a mutual sharing and blending of our own 
stories and God’s story. 

Father Stephen Happel, writing in Visions, the journal of the 
Sacred Arts Society, says "Art is In need of worship to say something 
about itself that it might not be able to say otherwise, just as worship 
needs an artful grammar and vocabulary for self-expression.” 19 It is in 
worship, in the encounter with the Creator of all art, that the 
transcendent qualities of art can be truly realized and recognized. 
Likewise, art informs and gives concrete expression and form to the need 
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In all of us to recognize and acknowledge our Creator. This is why the 
Covenant Players use theatre art in worship, so that worship might be 
enriched and brought to life and that with effective communication of 
the Gospel human lives might be enriched In the encounter. Art, aids and 
abets the Incarnation ~ that is giving expression to God come alive to 
each and every human being who has eyes to see and ears to hear. 
Covenant Players seeks to be a tool, a vehicle which helps to bring this 
process to pass. 

The following chapters of this project will give an overview of the 
ministry of Covenant Players and then explore the impact of the Players 
on those who have close contact with them and those who are ministered 
to by the drama which they perform. 
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CHAPTER 2 

At the Interface of Religion and Drama: An Introduction 
and Overview of the Work of 
the Covenant Players 

It Is said of Sam Goldwyn, the movie mogul of a bygone era, that he 
once told a screenwriter who was presenting a script that he hoped to have 
produced that If he had a message he ought to take it to Western Union - he 
(Goldwyn) wanted a plot! Charles M. Tanner, the director and founder of the 
Covenant Players has spent the majority of his professional career writing 
and directing plays in which plot and message are M. mutually exclusive. 
For Sam Goldwyn drama apparently was to be supremely for the purpose of 
entertainment and Its production a business venture. For Chuck Tanner, 
drama Is seen as being uniquely suited for the communication of the Gospel 
message and for him Its production Is a form of Christian ministry. 

Charles li. Tanner was born and raised in the area of Salamanca, New 
York and after high school attended Columbia and Syracuse Universities. He 
served In the U.S. Army during World War 11 directing a film crew in the 
Signal Corps and then served the State Department In the Far East making 
films In Korea prior to the outbreak of the Korean conflict. He directed the 
building of the first soundstage In Korea and the "propaganda films" which It 
produced were so effective that the government of North Korea had him on 
Its ten-most-wanted death list when the war started. 

After further work In the Far East with the Asia Foundation, Tanner 
and his wife (Dorle) settled In the Los Angeles area where he began to 
contribute to the commercial film Industry as a screenwriter, producer and 
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director. Believing that a director should continually polish his or her craft, 
Tanner also formed and led a small group of actors who periodically 
performed well-known and popular plays such as Guess Who's Coming to 
Dinner as a part of the Hollywood equlty-waver theatre circuit. At least one 
of the original members of this antecedent small theatre group is a member 
of the Covenant Players troupe to this day! 

During this same time Tanner and his family became members of 
Enclno Presbyterian Church In Enclno, California where he was eventually 
elected an Elder. Anxious to use his skills In drama to enhance the program 
of the church, Tanner approached the church's pastor to allow the use of a 
play In place of the traditional sermon during Sunday morning worship. The 
pastor continually put him off until In the Fall of 1963 when a previously 
scheduled program fell through at the last minute and the invitation was 
then given to prepare a program for a Christian Education conference for 
which the pastor was responsible. Tanner quickly wrote three one-act 
plays and convinced his secular acting troupe that despite their reluctance 
they wouldn't die If they performed them just once for the Christian 
audience. Those three plays were an immediate success and as those who 
attended the conference responded favorably further Invitations soon came 
to bring the troupe to additional churches for programs. The members of 
the troupe, enjoying the accolades and response they received, consented for 
the moment to continue as well. 

From this single opportunity to present his works the organization 
that eventually became the Covenant Players was born. Beginning In 
September of 1963, Tanner's Hollywood drama group began to travel on 
weekends throughout the San Fernando Valley and then other portions of the 
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L.A. basin and the rest of Southern California to perform in churches where 
they had been invited. He is fond of saying that in those early days the 
actors were much more interested in the experience of performing as a way 
of promoting their own professional acting careers than they were in any 
kind of Christian ministry. He had to keep the dream that was beginning to 
take shape in his mind of a full-time Christian theatre company a secret 
from them lest they should run as fast as possible in the opposite direction! 

In the spring of 1964 the first full-fledged "road trip" took place 
when the troupe was invited by a Seattle pastor for a two-week, series of 
performances for his church and others in the Northwest. The actors and 
Tanner loaded eight people and their luggage into two station wagons and 
headed North to experience the prototype of the touring format that would 
soon become characteristic of Covenant Players. The response to that first 
"tour" was overwhelming. Enough invitations to return were received to 
begin laying formal plans for a three-month tour in the Fall of 1964. At this 
point many of the part-time actors in the Hollywood theatre group began to 
drift away and Covenant Players as a seperate and formal entity was 
Inaugurated. Tanner’s dream was beginning to take shape and those who 
caught his vision and enthusiasm stayed with him to form the core of the 
new group. Four of the actors (two men and two women) agreed to quit 
their full-time jobs and strike out on faith for an adventure that none of 
them could have predicted they would be willing to try even six months 
previously. None of them could even have dreamed that what they began 
with that first full-time tour would evolve and grow Into the worldwide 
professional theatre ministry that Covenant Players has become in the more 
than 25 years since that first tentative effort. 
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From the beginning Charles Tanner has written all of the plays that 
are performed by the Players and he has continued that exclusive practice 
throughout the history of the group. He has many reasons for this 
exclusivity -- most are related to his strong and personal sense of calling 
to ministry for the express purpose of communication through drama In the 
church. Tanner believes that this Is what God has given him the skills and 
Insight to do for the Kingdom. It Is his mission. As the sole author of the 
material which is performed he Is also able to monitor the quality of the 
repertoire and keep It at a consistently high level. He writes nearly 
continuously and as of 1987 the Covenant Players script library Included 
close to 2000 titles. 

The large repertoire and the continued addition of new and updated 
materials for the Players stems from Tanner's perception that the Church 
and its people are constantly growing and evolving. New Issues consistently 
confront those who attempt to live by faith and for most a fresh Insight and 
challenge Is needed to keep faith from growing complacent or stagnant. The 
Players are able to meet specific themes and requests for particular kinds 
of programs by maintaining an extensive and varied repertoire ready for 
performance at any time. 

Many of the plays are quite short and express a point quickly with a 
touch of humor or irony. These short plays are called swipes, snips, 
stingers, scrapers or snickers depending on their length. The characters 
are mostly drawn from contemporary life and placed In situations with 
which the average audience could easily Identify. Some have science fiction 
settings, others are drawn from history or church tradition and a few have 
Biblical characters and themes, in addition to the short plays, the 
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repertoire also Includes a large number of one-act plays which run about the 
length of an average Sunday morning sermon. There are also longer three- 
act plays, singlets (plays for one performer), a small number of musicals, 
and a smattering of plays that Include elements of dance. The plays range 
across the stylistic spectrum from light comedy to heavy drama and most 
points In between. Nearly all of the plays Include the use of humor in some 
degree as a way of creating an Identification factor for the average 
audience member who laughs at a character or situation and then later finds 
that when the dramatic point Is made they have already let down the 
barriers to communication. 

A typical program for a Sunday morning worship service would be 
planned around a specific theme arranged In advance with the pastor and 
would include short plays used as call to worship, offertory thought, and 
benediction and then a longer one-act play which acts as the morning 
message or sermon. An evening event where the Covenant Players provide 
the entire program would generally consist of three or four of the shorter 
plays sandwiching a longer one-act drama--again based on a theme which Is 
pre-determlned with the pastor. In addition to church and church-related 
programs the Players frequently perform In schools (both public and 
private), on college campuses, for service clubs (Rotary, Klwanls, etc.), and 
In Institutional settings (hospitals, prisons, nursing homes, etc.). In each 
case a program of appropriate length Is arranged by the leader of the unit of 
Players which Is performing based on the theme requested and the 
particular repertoire which the group Is prepared to present at any given 
time. A typical unit will have prepared and performed over 350 of the plays 
during any one six-month touring season. Each actor learns nearly every 
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role and may Interchange roles frequently with other unit members In order 
to maintain spontaneity and freshness. It is truly repertory theatre In the 
best sense of the word. 

From humble beginnings with one touring group of four persons In the 
field driving a borrowed vehicle on a three-month tour, the Players quickly 
began to grow. Within the first year an additional two units were added and 
new areas were opened up to touring. By the time this author joined the 
group in 1969, Covenant Players had 30 people working full-time on 6 
touring units which spanned the continental United States. The group grew 
steadily through the 1970's adding tours to Canada, Alaska, Australia, 
Europe and Asia. In both Europe and Asia the performances were largely for 
U.S. military personnel and were presented under contract with military 
chaplains. Midway through the decade, programs In the German language for 
local church congregations were presented for the first time In Europe and 
Players were recruited for the first time from countries other than the 
United States and Canada. A national office was established In Australia 
and all-Aussie touring units were put Into the fleid. It was a great 
celebration when late In the seventies a contingent of Covenant Players 
from down under came to Los Angeles for the first time to receive training 
and to attend the annual awards banquet. During the early 1980‘s groups 
were sent to Africa and South America for the first time and a continental 
office was established In Europe and then In Southern Africa to coordinate 
the efforts of touring groups In those areas. Recently Covenant Players have 
made several trips to China as resource persons In English language training 
programs In Chinese schools. Tours have gone to India and performances are 
regularly given In several languages other than English In various parts of 
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the world. In the late 1980’s a sizeable percentage of the Players are 
natives of other than the North American culture. As this project is written 
there are over 500 full-time Covenant Players spread out around the globe, 
performing In dozens of countries and languages and presenting thousands of 
programs each year with the total number of performances given to date 
numbering well over 100,000. The touring units are supported by a network 
of regional and national offices In strategic locations around the world,all 
coordinated from the International Headquarters for Covenant Players In the 
Los Angeles area. Tanner's dream of a full-time touring Christian drama 
company has exploded far beyond what I suspect was even his wildest 
Imagination. And, the dream Is still growing. 

The players themselves are most often recruited after having seen a 
group performing In their local area. Although strength of character and 
other personal qualities are Important for new members of the group, no 
formal theatre training Is required. This Is most unusual for a professional 
theatre organization to say the least. However, Tanner believes that most 
human beings are actors by nature and that with Intensive training and 
constant attention to rehearsal a person can be taught to focus and polish 
innate skills, becoming In a relatively short span of time a polished and 
experienced performer. As there tends to be a constant turn-over of 
personnel in the group, active recruiting is a year-round effort. Training 
programs are held between touring seasons (In early January and In early 
summer) with Intensive rehearsals and classes which the Players call 
"heaven and hell weeks.” They go through “hell” for two weeks In order to be 
able to communicate "heaven” more effectively. Salaries begin at $30.00 
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per week and are paid only when the touring units are busy enough that funds 
are available. 

The Covenant Players receive financial support primarily from 
offerings or fees received at performances. There has never been any 
ongoing denominational support or corporate or foundation sponsorship. 
Likewise the Players are not officially connected with any church body. The 
group Is ecumenical and non-denomlnatlonal In Its organization and its 
performances and personnel. 

Two touring seasons of four to five months duration occur each year. 
The Spring tour begins In mid-January and ends at the beginning of June and 
the Fall tour begins In mid-August and ends just prior to Christmas. During 
the between tour times the Players either return to their homes and 
families for a visit or come to Los Angeles. During the summer months an 
intensive summer theatre program Is mounted at a local church In the Los 
Angeles area and a program of classes and seminars designated as Covenant 
Players Covenant College Is held. Two week training sessions for returning 
Players and new recruits occur during January and August, again using the 
facilities of a local church In the Los Angeles area. For the past several 
years the United Methodist Church in Sepulveda, California has hosted the 
summer program and the mid-winter banquet and training. While the touring 
units are In the field, the headquarters staff gathers for rehearsals twice a 
week at St. James Presbyterian Church In Tarzana, California. This facility 
has also been used for a period of several years. 

Following the two week training sessions,the units go Into the field 
to travel and perform In a specific geographical area that has been 
designated as the "tour area" for that group. For example, the Northwest 
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Unit performs exclusively In Western Washington and Western Oregon from 
Ashland and Medford on the south to Bellingham and the Canadian border on 
the North -- always staying west of the Cascade Mountain Range. Another 
unit tours Eastern Washington and Oregon, another In Idaho, Montana, Utah 
and Nevada, etc. Overseas tours are designated by geographic locales In a 
similar fashion. 

When the Players are on the road they most often are housed In homes 
provided by user groups and are assisted by local church pastors or Covenant 
Players friends who provide temporary office space and housing during slack 
times. The touring unit Is under the direction of a designated unit "leader" 
who Is responsible to Tanner for the conduct and success of the unit. The 
unit leader rehearses the actors and plans the programs after consultation 
with the leadership of the user groups. The unit leader also prepares and 
sends weekly reports on financial activity as well as reports with 
commentary on any performances noting the plays performed, the casts, and 
any responses received from the audiences. The touring unit maintains 
performance records and public relations files as well and a great deal of 
time Is spent each week making contacts and booking performances for the 
unit. 

A typical unit will have four members with varying combinations of 
male and female, veteran and rookie according to the personnel available at 
the time the unit Is formed. Unit leaders are chosen without regard to 
gender or national origin. The players represent every ethnic group and most 
denominations across the whole Christian spectrum. 

In addition to the touring units which present dramatic programs, 
Covenant Players features a smaller number of special units called the 
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Catalysts which combine original music with the well-known dramas. 
These units appeal to church groups and others for whom music Is an 
especially vital part of the communication process. The prime focus of the 
Players however continues to be on the use of drama almost exclusively In 
Its performances. 

Future plans include further expansion of the touring units so that 
even more performances can be given than is presently possible In parts of 
the world that are as yet unreached by the ministry of Covenant Players, 
intensive language study programs have begun so that programs can be given 
In additional Indigenous languages throughout the globe. Also a program of 
video-taping the plays has gotten off the ground and the first completed 
tape Is available for purchase. The recent acquisition of a sizeable 
commercial building In the Channel Islands area of Southern California will 
provide the International Headquarters with space for administration and 
printing facilities as well as studio space. 

On the first Friday of January each year there Is held in Los Angeles 
the annual renewal of a most remarkable event. It Is the Covenant Players 
Annual Awards Banquet. The title Is somewhat misleading In that this 
occasion involves not just a banquet meal but snacks and breakfast as well. 
And, It Is not Just for the giving of awards but Is used as an occasion for a 
great “family reunion" of Players from all over the world. In many ways It 
is an all night love feast which begins about 6PM on Friday evening and 
winds up sometime close to noon on Saturday. The decorations reflect the 
festive nature of the gathering Including posters of the plays performed 
during the summer showcase season, decorated sets from the most well 
loved plays, and a large amount of heraldry reflecting the accomplishments 
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of Individual members of the group. Awards are given not only for various 
levels of performance achievement In acting, directing, and design but also 
in such categories as support, effort, growth. Each award winner is given 
the opportunity to express his or her feelings and a great many emotional 
and impassioned testimonies are heard throughout the night. The "Banquet” 
as It Is called Is the most fabled event In Covenant Players lore and the 
members will go to great lengths In order to be present. 

The opportunity to travel with the Covenant Players is a unique and 
exciting experience to be sure and the great majority of the Players and 
those they come Into contact with are enriched by this extraordinary 
ministry. But, there Is also a down side and this study would be remiss 
without noting this aspect. 

Some observers have noted what they term “cultlc" tendancles in the 
Covenant Players group. There Is a highly powerful, autocratic and 
charismatic leader at the center of the group who has tremendous personal 
Influence over the Players' lives. He responds to charges of despotism by 
saying that a drama group cannot be run successfully by committee and that 
he Is a "benevolent" dictator. A great deal of importance Is placed on the 
making and keeping of commitments to the group. The Players are asked to 
commit to two years of service when they first join the group and many feel 
led to make commitments of five or ten year periods. A growing number 
have made commitments to Covenant Players as a lifetime experience. 
Tanner makes it clear that he feels that a person makes a commitment to a 
specific period of time spent with Covenant Players not only to him as 
leader of the group but also to the Lord directly. Therefore, when a person 
breaks a commitment by leaving tour or not returning to the group for a new 
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tour; he feels that a solemn promise to the Lord has Deen broken as well. A 
person in that status Is considered by the active Covenant Players to be 
“persona non grata" and Is literally shunned by the group. This kind of 
exclusivity and claim to divine authority Is cause for some caution In this 
author's mind and has led to conflicts with parents, pastors and former 
active Players who disagree with this rigid policy of commitment. 

To his credit Tanner repeatly emphasizes that Covenant Players Is not 
in and of Itself a church. He encourages the Players to maintain their own 
church affiliations and beliefs, in practice however, partially due to the 
rigors of touring, it Is difficult for an Individual In the group to maintain 
strong ties to a local church and much easier to look for spiritual guidance 
and acceptance within the group. Covenant Players has grown steadily more 
conservative In Its outlook over the years. Again Tanner's strong Influence 
and his frequent “sermonizing" to members of the group could lead to 
charges of cultlc practice. There Is sometimes an "us (Covenant Players) 
against them (the World or the Church)" viewpoint expressed. Tanner 
repeatedly tells those who contemplate leaving the group that the Lord 
would never call them from one ministry Into another ministry or especially 
Into a secular vocation. He Is a master of communication skills and he uses 
them to great advantage to convince the Players of the rightness of his 
stance. 

Other difficulties are related to the extremely limited financial 
resources of the group. Since the entire financial status of the Covenant 
Players’ ministry Is dependent upon the Income earned from performances, 
there Is a “feast or famine" cash flow problem. When all of the units are In 
the field and busy, then the Income picture is fairly bright. However, the 
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between tour times are non-income producing and thus times of great 
difficulty. Each Individual unit Is responsible for generating its own Income 
for traveling expenses, for supporting the operation of the Regional Offices 
and the International Headquarters. Only after all expenses and allotments 
are paid by the unit will the actors receive any salary. If enough Income Is 
not generated In a given week,then the actors go without. Salaries begin at 
$30.00 per week and range up to slightly over $100.00 per week for 
seasoned veterans. 

At best the salary schedule puts the actors far below the federal 
poverty guidelines even when all touring weeks are paid. None of the actors 
receives salary during between tour periods. The Players are obviously not 
In the company for the money. Their housing and meals are taken care of by 
hosts while on the road, but many maintain their own housing in the Los 
Angeles area and others are attempting to pay off bills accumulated prior to 
joining the group. Nearly all will say that Covenant Players Is a sacrificial 
ministry to which they have been called and that poverty Is simply one of 
the facts of life that goes with the ministry. Many depend on parents or 
home churches for support but the longer a person's tenure In the group the 
less support from outside sources can be expected. 

A direct result of the tenuous financial position of Covenant Players 
Is that the vans which the units use for travelling are almost constantly In 
dire need of repair. Resources are simply not available to maintain the 
vehicles In a proper manner and group members with mechanical skills will 
often find themselves spending the entire between tour periods out under 
vans In a hot church parking lot trying to patch together enough vans to send 
out the next batch of units. When breakdowns and other emergencies happen 
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on tour, the Players are told to mention their needs to hosts and user groups 
In hopes that someone will decide to provide assistance to these Itinerant 
Christian mlssloners. Many of the Players accept these difficult 
circumstances as tests of faith and opportunities to witness to the Lord’s 
blessing. Tanner himself says categorically that It Is a sin to worry about 
difficulties because that casts doubt on the goodness and blessing of God. 

A large number of romances have bloomed between Covenant Players 
and this has been a very mixed blessing for the group. When men and women 
spend virtually 24 hours a day together for a period of 4 to 5 months on tour. 
It Is almost Inevitable that attractions will occur. There are very clearly 
articulated rules In the group which prohibit sexual activities but these 
rules are reported to be widely ignored. The difficulty this presents In host 
homes and host churches Is obvious. Incidentally, there are also strict rules 
forbidding the use of drugs and alcohol on tour and these are sometimes 
broken as well. A person who Is active In the Players for more than just a 
few tours will likely find a mate within the group or not at all. Very few 
ever attempt marriages where both partners are not actively Involved In the 
group. Because of the Intense stress of the touring lifestyle and the lack of 
financial stability, a large number of marriages have also ended in divorce 
within the group. Often this occurs when one spouse decides to leave the 
group and the other elects to maintain a commitment to It. As Covenant 
Players grows older; some of the couples have begun to raise families and 
this presents additional difficulties. A family unit has very limited 
opportunities In the Players due to restrictions that children, especially 
once they reach school age, place on the families' ability to travel for 
lengthy periods of time. A large number of the couples who plan to stay 
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Indefinitely In the group have elected to remain childless. Again this Is 
seen by some as a necessary sacrifice In order to Insure the continuance of 
the ministry. 

The tremendous number of units which must be staffed each touring 
season leads to some difficult personnel problems. Most of the recruits are 
contacted when they see a local touring group In their home church, school, 
military Installation, etc. They express an Interest In the Players and are 
given a brief Interview by the Unit Leader who then forwards the name to 
the International Headquarters. If the Unit Leader approves of the recruit, 
then he or she Is sent an application and Invited to come to Los Angeles for 
one of the training sessions and to be sent out with a unit. No auditions are 
ever held. Unit leaders are Instructed to look for basic poise and 
Intelligence, a generally neat and attractive appearance and an Interest on 
the part of the potential recruit In the ministry of Covenant Players. No 
previous experience in drama Is required nor Is membership in any church a 
prerequisite. 

A great deal of continuous pressure Is put on the touring units by 
Tanner and the Headquarters staff to recruit to fill what seems to be an 
unending number of personnel shortages. If a unit leaves Los Angeles 
without a full contingent of 4 or 5 actors,one of their first assignments is 
to recruit full tilt until they find someone to join the unit immediately. 
This happens repeatedly. The problems related to quality control In the 
group are obvious. Tanner believes strongly that any one who Is open to 
joining Covenant Players must have been sent by the Lord, and who are the 
Players to turn them away. Furthermore, he believes that the skills 
necessary for performing can be quickly taught and learned by almost 
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anyone. This Is a high hope. In practice It leads to a rather inconslstant 
level of professionalism from unit to unit. 

There are periodically unit members who simply do not fit for one 
reason or another. They may have weight problems, emotional problems, 
health problems or any number of problems which render them unfit for the 
rigorous and communal lifestyle practiced by the Players. Some of these 
people have caused grave damage to Covenant Players' reputation at times. 
From a performing standpoint there are also obvious difficulties. A person 
who has never had any training in theatre skills and is on a first tour will 
clearly not be able to perform at the high level achieved by a veteran who 
has had several years of experience and hundreds of performances to his or 
her credit. The Inconsistent quality of the touring groups is probably the 
biggest source of negative response from those who frequently use the 
group. 

Wjth all of Its positive and negative aspects,the Covenant Players is a 
most Interesting and unique drama company and Christian ministry. An 
experience with this creative and dynamic group Is Inevitably lifechanging 
and the next section of this project will explore the Impact that Covenant 
Players has had on several Individuals who have been related to It. 
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CHAPTER 3 

At the Interface of Religion and Drama: Interviews with 
Selected Persons Whose Lives Have Been Impacted by 
an Experience with the Covenant Players 

Covenant Players, an international repertory theatre company with 
headquarters in the Los Angeles area, is the largest (over 500 people 
currently working full-time), oldest continuously running (founded in 
1963), and most active (nearly one million total performances 
world-wide) group of its kind in the world. Primary to this project is a 
study of this unique Christian ministry organization partially through an 
exploration of the ways that an experience with Covenant Players has 
impacted, molded, shaped, and changed the lives and faith experiences of 
selected individuals who have had some degree of involvement with the 
group. 

Oral, in person interviews were conducted which were 
tape-recorded and then transcribed and edited. The persons chosen as 
interview subjects for this study have had a variety of involvements 
with the Covenant Players. Each has particular and highly individual 
impressions to share related to the way that the Covenant Players has 
intersected with and Impacted their lives. For the sake of a variety of 
viewpoints, conversations were held with persons both within and 
outside of the current active membership of the Covenant Players, and 
with both those who were employees and those who only contemplated 
active involvement in the group. 
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The basic format of the chapter is to give a brief Introduction or 
overview of the person from the author's perspective, then to provide a 
synopsis of the taped Interview which will be located in an appendix to 
this work. The synopsis of the oral Interview will be followed with 
commentary, reflections, and observations about what was said. A 
summary evaluation of the kind of changes that may have taken place in 
the life of the person interviewed as a result of their 
involvement/relationship with Covenant Players is then included.. The 
interviews are in no particular chronological or hierarchical order but an 
effort has been made to mix personalities and involvement levels into an 
enlightening and interesting story for the reader. 

Mrs. Jean Smith and Ms. Sharry Smith: An Active Member 
p .f-fcte- P la yers and . Her M other --A.Vo lm t.eer 
Coordinator for Touring Players Units 


Introduction 

I first met Jean and Carl Smith at their home in Indianapolis, 
Indiana in the Autumn of 1974 while I was unit leader for "The 
Catalysts,” a special Covenant Players team that combines both music 
and drama for programs. The Smith's daughter, Sharry, was touring with 
a second "Catalysts" unit and both groups made arrangements to meet at 
her parent’s place at a given time for a time of fellowship, comparing 
notes, rest, etc. Jean was (and is!) the most generous, loving, warm, and 
outgoing person I had ever met and she welcomed the whole gang (ten of 
us all together) in for a couple of days with hardly the blink of an eye. 
She is known to all of the Covenant Players as "Crazy Jean" for her quick 
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laughter and propensity to allow Covenant Players in an out of her house 
at almost any time of the night and at any time of the year. She has 
become a kind of "mother figure" to many whose own parents are not 
supportive of their ministry and is known as a person who can be counted 
on for enthusiasm and excitement or to provide a listening ear when it 
is needed. Jean comes to California in January each year for the 
Covenant Players Annual Awards Banquet and then often comes out to 
Claremont to spend some time with our family before heading back to 
Indiana. We have thus become even closer to her now than we were back 
when we were actively touring. I was interested in what she had to say 
about the Covenant Players and about the impact they had made on her 
life from her viewpoint as the mother of one of the active members of 
the group, as an official Representative (a person who actively seeks 
bookings for the group in a local area), and as a local church secretary 
(her part-time work) and as a long-time host. Also in this interview I 
asked Jean to comment on her daughter Sharry's experiences from her 
own perspective. 

Synopsis of Oral Interview 

The interview opens with a discussion of the manner in which the 
Smiths first met Covenant Players at their home church and includes 
their first impressions of the group. The discussion moves directly to 
daughter Sharry's decision to join Covenant Players and includes 
information about her background experiences prior to that time. From 
Sharry's Involvement the interview moves to a discussion of Jean's 
decision to become a representative and her view of her role as being a 
true part of the mission of the group. Jean provides commentary on her 
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annual trek to Los Angeles for the C.P. Awards Banquet which she has 
done for 14 years In a row. Jean then shares how her experiences with 
Covenant Players have made her a stronger church member and a more 
spiritually aware Christian. 

Reflections 

"Crazy" Jean Smith obviously is an enthusiastic and committed 
member of the Covenant Players "family." She is a Christian laywoman 
who has found a renewed and energized faith through her involvement 
with Covenant Players. She has found acceptance with them and 
considers her work on behalf of the group very much of a "ministry" of 
her own. Her interest and enthusiasm are such that I think that Jean 
might have been a touring member of Covenant Players herself if her 
cirucumstances were different (that is, if she were younger, not 
married, etc.). As it is, she is a generous supporter and backer. Jean 
strikes me as one of those people that will give you the shirt off her 
back just for the sheer joy of doing something for you. She is one of 
those people that every pastor hopes to have in the church--a person who 
takes her faith seriously and really tries to put it into practice. 
Although it didn’t come out strongly in the interview, I know from many 
years of conversations with Jean that her life has been deeply impacted 
and changed by her involvements with Covenant Players. Before 1972 
she was working as a part-time bookeeper for a restaurant, was a 
moderately active member of her local church, had never done much 
travelling, and spent most of her time caring for her husband and family. 
In other words, her "horizon” was not very wide and her Christian faith 
was not being exercised deeply. Since she has become Involved with the 
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Covenant Players and especially since she became an "official” part of 
the group through becoming a Representative, her life has taken on a new 
direction. She has become part-time church secretary, served on the 
church ministerial search committee, has begun to participate in 
ecumenical activities In Indianapolis, and in general has become an 
outspoken and energetic witness to the Christian Faith. Covenant 
Players has provided the catalyst, has opened the door, has provided the 
impetus and opportunity for Jean's natural enthusiasm and commitment 
to shine as it hadn't before. Jean's husband, Carl, is a blue-collar worker 
in the 6.M. automotive plant in Indianapolis (and has been for over 30 
years) and they live very modestly in a small frame home in a working 
class suburb of the city. He is a quiet guy who likes to stay close to 
home and who is hesitant about verbalizing his feelings, particularly his 
religious commitments After Jean's active involvement in Covenant 
Players began, Carl has continued to be a strong, though quiet supporter 
and friend, and he too has become more openly and actively Involved in 
his faith. 

Covenant Players has had a deep influence on the family as well, 
through daughter Sharry who is now a career member of the group. 
Sharry was headed for what would seem like a very limited and 
nondescript future before she met Covenant Players. She had done some 
small time acting, but was not going to pursue that, was a member of the 
church, but not active in it, and didn't have any firm career goals in mind. 
Then Covenant Players came along and Sharry's life literally came alive 
with a bright hope for a career that would be challenging and fulfilling. 
From that first meeting when Covenant Players performed at their 
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church,a door was opened for her. Sharry has been married (to another of 
the Covenant Players) and she has travelled over much of the world, 
including her current work as leader of the Covenant Players touring 
group in Scandanavia. She has learned to perform in at least two 
languages other than English and has become a gifted and accomplished 
actress and director. Sharry Is living what for her was not even a 
"dream" fifteen years ago. She has become a seasoned veteran, a valuable 
and effective minister of the Christian faith, and an outgoing and 
enthusiastic witness. The Smith family, and in particular Crazy Jean 
and Sharry are well-loved "legends" in the Covenant Players lore. 

Paula Rae McCutcheon-Clarke - She First Met 
Covenant Players In Her Childhood 


introduction 

In lieu of an in-depth interview, which we were unable to arrange, 
Paula and I took the time for some informal and brief conversations and 
then she also agreed to write down for this project some of her 
perceptions and remembrances about Covenant Players from her 
childhood. These are from her recollections as the daughter of a United 
Methodist minister in Bremerton, and later Vancouver, Washington. (The 
Rev. Paul McCutcheon was the area Representative for Covenant Players 
at that time.) As a Representative, Paula’s father was the person who 
would arrange for performances and often act as a host for housing and 
meals when those could not be arranged with host families from the 
other churches in the area where Covenant Players were appearing. As a 
volunteer representative he would be the "local" spokesperson for the 
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group during the times when they would be elsewhere on their tour. 
Covenant Players were therefore in his home frequently over a period of 
almost seven years while Paula was growing up. 

Transcript 

I was always very excited when I found out dad (who 
was pastor) had got the Covenant Players to come to 
perform. They were nice and fun people. I liked having 
them stay in our house. I enjoyed their plays and the 
potlucks after the performances. We usually had them in 
worship and for Sunday evening performance. I loved the 
Charlie Brown sketches. I vaguely remember that the 
plays had “religious significance." I always felt very 
drawn into the plays - never bored!!! 

My experiences of the Covenant Players let me know 
that worship could be creative/varied/fun and still be 
very meaningful and worshipful! My mom and I were very 
involved in liturgical dance so I was used to some 
creativity in the worship service. My experience of the 
Covenant Players greatly impacted my inner belief that 
worship of 6od could be experienced in many ways. 

Reflections 

What follows here are some brief thoughts gathered from 
conversations with Paula about her childhood experiences with Covenant 
Players and what she could remember about her dad's involvement. 
Paula's dad appreciated the uniqueness and creativity of the Covenant 
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Players, especially In the worship setting. He believed there are many 
ways to experience God and one of the most powerful is through the 
medium of drama. To put that belief into practice, he served as a 
volunteer local Representative for Covenant Players for many years. He 
was not a "theatre person" but was attracted to the work of the Covenant 
Players by his appreciation for ail of the arts and what they could do to 
enhance and enliven the worship experience of the local church. He saw 
in the group the expression of what he strongly believed in. Paula was 
about 8 years old when the Covenant Players first visited her home (this 
was about the time when I first met her when the unit which I was 
leading at the time stayed at the McCutcheon’s for a few days). I don't 
recall a great many details of that visit, but I do strongly remember the 
little daughter in the family who was so excited and enthusiastic about 
the Covenant Players. In fact, my own son who is now 8 years old is the 
same way. That was Paula! It's a small world! Paula never seriously 
considered joining Covenant Players herself—but their lasting impact on 
her life is evident by her statements. It is likely that Covenant Players 
and their creative Involvement in worship led to Paula’s continued 
interest and involvement in dance as a worship form. Certainly Covenant 
Players were a long-lasting influence in the life of her family over a 
period of several years and this repeated exposure to creative ministry, 
and the impact it had on her father's ministry must have influenced her 
own decision about ministry and the desire to attend a seminary where a 
program of religion and the arts is a part of the curriculum. Children are 
extremely impressionable and a continued exposure to Covenant Players 
and to creative worship experiences at a young age almost certainly 
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created a deep and meaningful response In Paula, a response that is now 
bearing fruit In her own creative and energetic ministry. 


Don Charnon: An Active Member and Unit Leader 
for Covenant Players Whose Background 

Was Almost Totally Secular 


Introduction 

I chose Don as a subject for this study because of the unique and 
unusual background which he brings to the group and because of the 
fascinating tale of how he came to be a part of Covenant Players. He was 
very much a "diamond In the rough" when he first came to the group and 
he has now grown and matured into one of the best Unit Leaders that 
Covenant Players has in the field. He is a trained dancer and is married 
to a young woman he met in Covenant Players who is also a dancer. Don 
is a "career" member who is still very much active in the ministry. 
Sy no psi s , o LQralin. teryje .w 

The Interview opens with a discussion of Don’s background growing 
up in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. He reflects on growing up Catholic in a 
working class home and on holding down several jobs while always 
reaching for the dream of a career as a dancer. Don tells of an 
opportunity to make a trip to Southern California and how he spent his 
first few days in Los Angeles while waiting for fake ID to arrive which 
would allow him to apply for jobs as a club dancer. The Interview then 
moves to Don’s story of meeting and eventually joining the Covenant 
Players after having only seen them rehearsing while he walked by the 
church where they were working. Don reflects on his childhood 
understanding of the Christian faith and how the Covenant Players 
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dramas challenged his thinking. The interview then touches on his first 
tour experiences and his subsequent decision to make Covenant Players a 
life-long career. 

R eflec ti on ? 

Don has been in Covenant Players for almost eleven years now and 
has no future plans for anything other than to continue to tour regularly 
with his wife as long as they can. He strikes me as an example of a 
certain kind of person who is sometimes attracted to a group like 
Covenant Players, a person who is floundering, perhaps searching, who 
doesn't have a strong sense of goal or direction and is seeking for some 
kind of a creative outlet. This person comes under the influence of a 
strong charismatic leader like Chuck Tanner is for Covenant Players and 
then gradually becomes hooked, becomes dependent upon the discipline, 
bonding, affirmation and nurture that comes from being related to a five- 
hundred member "family." I think for Don his faith Journey is all bound up 
with his commitment to Covenant Players and he would have a difficult 
time separating the two right now. For Don his commitment to Covenant 
Players is in a sense his “saving grace." It has provided him with a 
security that he didn't even know that he needed. It has articulated his 
faith for him and given him a vehicle for his talents and energies. 
Covenant Players has gained a member who will stay with the group for a 
long term, has gained an actor who has become an accomplished and 
polished professional, has gained a commited leader who stands strongly 
for the ideals and goals of Covenant Players, and has gained another life 
turned around for Christ. In many ways Don has "grown up" in Covenant 
Players, spiritually and emotionally and would have a great deal of 
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trouble imagining a life outside of the group at the present time. 
Covenant Players has become his "family" in a large way—with Chuck as 
his Father, and with hundreds of brothers and sisters. It has also become 
his "church" wherein he finds spiritual nourishment and fulfillment. It 
represents for him the only "calling" for his life that he knows or can 
Imagine. 

Don describes his life as completely different now than it would 
have been had he never encountered Covenant Players. He probably would 
have drifted Into the kind of life that is part of the "seamy" underside of 
Hollywood and the LA area. Don is a good-looking and macho kind of guy 
who would have been very attractive and vulnerable to the porno and 
homosexual trade. So many of the people who drift out to L.A. with vague 
plans to "make it" in show business end up disillusioned or caught up in 
lifestyles which pander to those dreams and hopes and then turn out to 
not be what they expected. Don was impressionable, available, and yet 
somehow had enough spiritual curiosity and openess to be attracted by 
the opportunity that Covenant Players offered him when he stumbled 
across them in the Mexican restaurant ten years ago. His life began to 
change completely from that point on. 

Don’s story of joining Covenant Players literally "off the street" is 
one of the best "How I became a Covenant Player" stories I've heard. It 
does not fit the more common pattern wherein a person meets Covenant 
Players in their home church and then thinks about making a commitment 
for a period of weeks, months or years before joining the group. Don’s 
spontaneity and genuine openess is a gift which Covenant Players has 
polished and in return Don has become a valuable veteran member of the 
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group. Don is a gifted dancer, though he doesn't get to use this gift as 
much as he would like in Covenant Players because the emphasis is 
strongly on the straight dramatic form. He is also a warm and generous 
human being who is deeply committed to his Lord and to the ministry in 
which he has "found" himself. 

Julie Brewster-Elkins - An Artist In Anothe r Medium Who 
Seriously Considered Joining the Covenant 

Players but Didn't 


Introduction 

Practically from the first day that I met her, Julie has told me 
about how she "almost" joined Covenant Players when she was just out of 
high school. Her story is like so many others who have come into contact 
with the group — she would have loved to do it, but because of 
circumstance, other guidance or opportunity didn't follow that initial 
desire. She remembers fondly though the many times when she saw 
Covenant Players performing and has a special place in her spirit for 
what might have been if she had been able to follow her first desires. I 
chose Julie for this project partially for her story which is so typical of 
a large number of persons who have been deeply moved and Influenced by 
the Covenant Players ministry and partially because she brings, like 
Paula, the perspective of a person who has subsequently chosen 
preparation for the professional, ordained ministry over a para-ministry 
such as Covenant Players. The "small world" coincidence that we have 
discovered related to Julie is that the author's wife, Patty, was a 
member of one of the Covenant Player units that Julie saw at a U.M.C. 
Youth Conference and she remembers talking to Patty about the dance 
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opportunities available In the group. And now, several years later, we 
are neighbors. It Is truly a "small world" sometimes. 

Synopsis of Oral Interview 

In the opening portion of this interview Julie shares her 
remembrances of several meetings with Covenant Players groups at 
youth conferences in the L.A. area. She recalls the plot lines of some of 
the plays she has seen the group do and then tells about the temptation 
she had to drop everything and join a touring unit. The concluding portion 
of the Interview Illuminates Julie's desire to use the arts in her ministry 
and reflects upon how the Players have influenced that desire. 
Reflections 

Covenant Players has a voracious need for new personnel at almost 
any time of the year. This Is due to several factors. Covenant Players is 
a rapidly expanding group and at almost any time a brand-new unit is 
being formed to go into some geographical area that has not previously 
been host to a touring unit. This means that four or five people must be 
recruited that the group has never had before. Or, a unit that is in the 
field may have "lost" a member for any one of a variety of reasons 
(generally it is because a person gets sick and can't carry on the tour, or 
gets disillusioned or disenchanted and leaves). Covenant Players rarely 
will "fire" someone-- problems are generally handled by means of 
transfer to another touring group or a return to the Home Office in 
California. A person who joins Covenant Players is expected to stay for 
four touring seasons (approximately two years) so there is a constant 
turn-over at the end of each tour when persons who have fulfilled their 
agreement leave for other work. 
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Most of the people who come to the group have seen a Covenant 
Players unit performing in the local church or in some other setting and 
have approached a member of the unit following the program to inquire 
about requirements, auditions, and procedures for membership. In some 
cases, however, as was true for Julie Brewster-Elkins, a Covenant 
Players Unit will come across a person that displays talent and energy 
and is obviously involved in creative ministry and will make a direct 
approach to them. Julie was on the program of the Youth Convocation and 
the Covenant Players unit that was also on the program sought her out 
and began to talk to her about possibly becoming a part of the group. She 
obviously was very open to the suggestion, but for the reasons she 
described In her interview it didn't come to pass. 

Julie expresses a strong committment to using all of the arts in 
her ministry and in particular she sees clearly the power that drama has 
for communication. Evidence of that is that after seeing some of the 
Covenant Players' dramas once at a Youth Convention several years ago, 
she can still describe the basic plot and characters and the titles. That 
is an amazing example of the impact and long-lasting challenge that 
those particular plays had for her. Part of her motivation for creative 
use of the Arts is rooted in the work that her father has done in using the 
Arts in worship as she points out, but her encounters with Covenant 
Players have served to fan the flames of Julie's artistic interests and 
skills. I don't know Julie well enough to truly know to what degree the 
Covenant Player’s experience has affected Julie's life, but I do know from 
talking to her that even the brief and transitory encounters that she did 
have left their mark on her and on the ministry that she shares in the 
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church. I enjoy Julie's enthusiasm for all of the arts - especially 
dance, and I am convinced she would have been a great and active 
Covenant Player if the circumstances would have been right. She would 
have added a great deal of professionalism, enthusiasm and energy to the 
group and In turn she would have had a marvelous opportunity to deepen 
and polish her own skills and gifts In the arts. She obviously had another 
"calling" to fulfill, a "calling" which will be enriched and enlivened by 
her use of the creative arts. 

Patricia L. Yates - Former Touring Member. Unit Leader, 
and Regional Supervisor 


Int r od u ct iop 

Patty has a unique and interesting story about her initial 
involvement with Covenant Players that will demonstrate the depth of 
her commitment to ministry in the Arts. I didn't know her then, but was 
working in the Home Office when she first arrived to talk to Charles M. 
Tanner, the Director. In fact, I was the first male member of the group 
that she saw as she came through the door. We laugh about that now and 
wonder at the chances that we would later be married. The nearly ten 
years that Patty was active in Covenant Players has changed her life 
completely. It gave her a chance to gain valuable experience, to add 
depth and professionalism to her craft, to add to her already 
considerable portfolio; and it helped to solidify and channel the strong 
Christian commitment which she brought to the group. In many ways, she 
too, like Don Charnon, "grew-up” in Covenant Players. 
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Synopsis of Oral Interview 

Patty’s interview begins with a description of her background in 
the medical field and moves to her decision to prayerfully seek a 
Christian ministry where her skills and gifts in performing could be 
used. She describes her first meeting with a Covenant Player who was 
working as a store clerk and her subsequent interview with Chuck 
Tanner. To her astonishment she was accepted as a member without ever 
having seen a performance or presented an audition. The interview 
concludes with Patty’s observations on how her Christian faith has 
changed and grown in the years of her involvement with the Covenant 
Players group. 

Reflections 

Patty brought her own unique perspective to her work in Covenant 
Players as she does to everything that she tries. She came with a 
certain background of training and a varied experience in theatre and 
combined that with a deep love for the Church and a strong Christian 
faith. A group of people like the Covenant Players was exactly what she 
was looking for and in fact had been praying about. These were people 
who were like her, people with whom she could relate, and they 
represented a chance to practice the craft and the faith that was so 
important to her. Her involvement has been mutually satisfying to both 
parties. She lent her considerable abilities as an actress, singer, 
director, unit leader, teacher, and regional supervisor to the group and in 
return received the deepened confidence and vast experience that is so 
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necessary and so often difficult to come by In the quest for continued 
success in the world of the arts. 

Patty came to the Covenant Players with a fresh enthusiasm, an 
excitement about trying out a new challenge, and a desire to work hard 
and develop both her craft and her Christian witness. She said in the 
interview that she had been disatisfied with the work she had been doing 
as a medical assistant and was looking for some creative outlet for her 
skills as an actress and singer. She determined to talk to everyone she 
met about her hopes and dreams and within two weeks she found the 
answer she was looking for in a chance conversation with the clerk in a 
store at the Northridge Fashion Plaza. Incidentally, that clerk, Denice 
Stradling Iversen, has become a close friend and confidant and our 
daughter Abigail carries ‘‘Denice" as her middle name in honor of this 
friend. That's how far the influence of this "chance" meeting has gone! 
Patty had done quite a bit of performing in both music and theatre since 
childhood and the chance to perform regularly and to polish the craft 
which she so cherished was a great attraction. She had also been very 
active in the life of her church, Bel Air Presbyterian Church in Los 
Angeles, and so the combination of arts and ministry which the Covenant 
Players represented seemed like the perfect combination for a new 
career. Patty came to meet the director for the first time prepared to 
audition for a spot in the group, but he could see right off that her heart 
was in the right place and that if she understood clearly the goals and 

work of Covenant Players then she would be able to fit into the 

> 

organization with little or no problem. That initial evaluation proved to 
be true. 
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In a great many ways the experience of over ten years with 
Covenant Players meant for Patty a widening of her perspective. She 
was steeped In the Evangelical thought that Is typical of the Bel Air 
Church and had not taken the opportunity to question or explore her faith 
any farther than that. Covenant Players gave her a chance to develop a 
broader view of the Church from her contacts with the other unit 
members and from performances with nearly every kind of Christian 
organization in the spectrum. This kind of broadening has served as a 
good preparation for the life of the Seminary with its diverse 
community. Patty eventually grew impatient (as did I) with the dogmatic 
and dictatorial style of Tanner and with the constant struggle for 
financial security that is typical of the life of an itinerant "missioner." 
Her thought and spirit began to drift away from the solidarity of the 
Covenant Players community and so it was time to leave for her as well 
as for me when we made the decision to come to Claremont. However, 
the wide experience that she got in the group as an actress and theatre 
artist is something that she would not trade for anything. Patty has 
matured and developed into a seasoned and confident professional both on 
and off stage and can hold her own in an audition or performance with the 
best of the best. That is the gift that Covenant Players has given her. In 
return, she provided ten years of sparkle, of enthusiasm, of excitement, 
and of quality and integrity in her craft to the work that Covenant 
Players is about. It was a good and valuable trade-off for both parties. 
She still values the friends and contacts that she is able to maintain 
with the group and we both enjoy attending anniversary and awards 
banquet events annually as we keep close to the group that provided so 
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many years of training and experience to us both. 


SIRI UELANP ~ A Norwegian Citizen Who Plans to 
Make Covenant Players 
-2JCare£E 


Introduction 

I have included this interview with Siri because she represents a 
growing number of the Covenant Players who are non-North American 
citizens and as such brings a unique perspective to the ministry of the 
group. She represents a new phenomenon in the Covenant Players 
experience, that is a person who has first become acquainted with 
Covenant Players in their native homeland (Siri is a native of Stavenger, 
Norway) and then joined the group to tour in America as a sort of 
"missionary in reverse." Siri also represents a large number of persons 
who have made a public commitment to Covenant Players as a lifetime 
career. This carries with it many implications as far as her citizenship, 
marriage plans, family, etc. and her perception of what her calling as a 
Christian missioner might be. She is the second daughter in a family of 
four girls and began secondary schooling with thoughts of becoming an 
architect. She also gave some consideration to becoming a pastor, a 
doctor, or a drama teacher. 

S yno psis of Oc aL in t$rview 

This interview with Siri opens with a discussion of her 
background, family, and training in her native Norway. She points out 
that she had actively considered a career as a pastor before meeting 
Covenant Players at a local church program. The interview then probes 
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her subsequent decision to join the group and her struggles with making 
a commitment to a lifetime career with the Players. She recalls the 
impact that commitment has had on her family In Norway and its 
Implications for her future and hopes for marriage and a family of her 
own. 

Reflection 

To most in the secular world it just wouldn't figure. A bright, 
attractive, young woman with a future that is hers for the taking decides 
to make a commitment to spend her life with a group of people that are 
engaged in sacrificial Christian ministry. She Isn't of the same cultural 
background or nationality of the majority of the members, she must use 
her second language as the primary means of communication, she must be 
willing to possibly give up any dream of marriage and parenthood and she 
must be willing to be used wherever the need is greatest in the 
organization. This is the kind of commitment which Siri has made in 
deciding to make Covenant Players her career, it has caused a profound 
change in both her present and her future, a change which she could not 
have forseen and yet with which she seems to be at peace. Not everyone 
is called to this kind of commitment. 

In a marriage there is always the possibility of divorce, in a 
business an individual can resign when goals and dreams change and seek 
another more compatible career. But, in Covenant Players great stress Is 
put on the concept that lifetime commitments are made between an 
individual and God directly and must not be broken-- under any 
circumstances. This Is the kind of future Siri faces. If she were to 
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change her mind she would face "persona non grata" status for falling to 
keep her commitment. Even the U.S. military lets a person retire after 
twenty years' service. She has responded to what she feels Is her 
"calling" to Covenant Players as a ministry and her commitment of her 
future reflects her surety in that calling. That kind of commitment is 
not for everyone. In some ways it is reminiscent of the kind of vows of 
ministry taken by nuns and priests--a commitment to concentrating on 
ministry exclusively without the outside distractions of career politics 
and family burdens. 

Siri will need all the strength she can muster to face the 
inevitable temptations and pitfalls which surely line the road ahead. She 
may be just determined enough and have enough of the Viking blood of her 
national heritage to carry it off. She has laid out a tough road ahead of 
herself. But, it is one that can also provide a great number of 
affirmations of her effort and stamina. Let us pray she will be up to the 
challenge. 

Thomas A. Yates - A 15 Year Veteran of the Players 
Who Is Now a Local Church Pastor 


Introduction 

It would be obviously impossible to "interview" myself in any 
objective way so I will Include here some brief introductory remarks by 
way of background material and then provide some reflections on my 
many years of active service with the Players. 

I grew up in a family where activities in the arts were both 
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encouraged and expected. Both of my parents are life-long musicians by 
avocation and they provided a rich soil for the creative efforts of each of 
their six children to take root. I played in the school band from the 
fourth grade through high school, sang in the choir and other vocal 
ensembles in high school and won a part in two plays during my senior 
year. I also grew up in a family where religious faith played a very 
important part. We attended church nearly every Sunday and my 
grandfather and three uncles were ordained ministers. I was Involved in 
church activities—was a junior deacon, sang in the choir, was a leader 
in the youth group, played on the church Intermural sports teams and 
considered myself to be an active and commited Christian. Consequently, 
when the opportunity came it didn't take much arm-twisting before I was 
open and receptive to an invitation to become part of a group that was 
church-related and involved in the arts. 

Reflections 

When i first saw the Covenant Players perform in a program for 
the base chapel at McChord Air Force Base, where I was assigned as an 
Air Force Chaplain's Services Specialist, I was impressed both by their 
skill as communicators in the dramatic medium and their genuine 
enthusiasm and excitement as individuals and as a team of missioners. 
They seemed to really believe in the importance of what they were doing 
and were commited and enthusiastic about it. That stood out. I was 
attracted to them from the first and was even envious of what they were 
doing but never thought I could do it. Meeting Chuck Tanner and coming 
under the Influence of his personality, spending lots of time in prayer for 
stamina and guidance, and a subsequent stint of nearly fifteen years of 
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service with Covenant Players in every kind of performance has shown 
me that I indeed can! 

My Covenant Players odyssey began in late summer 1969 with the 
intention that I would commit myself to one six-month tour and then 
head straight back for college where I would begin work on a degree in 
music education and pursue the goal I had set out for myself--to become 
a high school music teacher. Covenant Players was to be an entertaining 
and enlightening interlude in my life to help bridge the gap between 
active duty in the Air Force and full-time student life. I figured I would 
get to see some of the country I had never seen and would get a chance to 
further explore the theatre craft which I had scratched the surface of in 
high school. In addition, I was intrigued by the Director and by some of 
the Players themselves who seemed so sure of what they were doing and 
so sure of their own ability to minister through the plays they were 
performing. Perhaps I agreed to join the group because I just needed a 
change of pace for awhile or perhaps it was because I felt a real "call" — 
I am unsure now. I do know that my 6-month interlude turned into 15 
years of service during which I toured and performed in every state in 
the U.S. with the exception of Florida and Alaska, nearly every province 
of Canada, a dozen countries in Europe and most of the countries of the 
Far East, i ended up with over 350 roles in nearly 12,000 performances. I 
began with the Players as an actor on one of the touring units and soon 
became a unit leader and finally a Regional Supervisor. I led one of the 
earliest Catalysts units which featured a program of original music and 
drama, I soloed on one of the record albums, l won numerous awards 
for acting and directing as well as service and achievement awards at 
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the annual banquets, I taught In the Covenant College Master's program, 
and while touring under contract to Air Force Chaplains In S.E. Asia I 
logged far more time flying on military aircraft than I ever had In the 
time I was on active duty in the U.S. Air Force. A real highlight was 
working off and on for two years under a federal grant contract to the 
Milwaukee, Wl public schools to present human relations programming 
directed at reducing racial tension in the classroom. 

My own faith experience has strengthened, deepened and broadened 
over the years of my involvement and It was during my sojourn with 
Covenant Players that I began to formulate my own sense of call to 
ordained ministry. Given my family background and the fact that I was 
the oldest grandson, I had felt some family pressure for a long time to 
follow my grandfather’s footsteps as a minister,- but, I had rejected and 
deflected that notion at every opportunity as my full intention was to 
become a music teacher. As I met and worked with pastors and church 
leaders of every stripe, I began to see that full-time work in the church 
could be as exciting, challenging, and rewarding in its own way as the 
work I was doing with Covenant Players. I will be forever grateful to 
Covenant Players for all the good times and for the chance they gave me 
to grow, to develop and nurture my faith, to gain valuable training and 
experience in a craft that I had never imagined I could do much of 
anything with. I thank them for helping me to identify my own sense of 
“calling" and for providing me with the tremendous opportunity of 
ministering with them around the world. I can say without reservation 
that I would not be the pastor I am now without that training, 
experience and confidence I developed during those years of touring and 
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performing nearly every day. 1 wish them God's blessings, good fortune 
and Godspeed! 

There is obviously a great deal more that could and probably should 
be done to explore the myriad of ways that an experience with Covenant 
Players has affected those most closely involved with it. Possibly a 
written survey or a set of standardized interview questions would have 
been helpful. The author wanted, however, to capture the unique and 
individual expressions of each of the persons chosen and felt that in the 
interviews it was advisable to let the conversation flow with a response 
to one question prompting the asking of the next. 

An interesting sidebar to this project (which will bear further 
development) is the recent establishment of an informal network of 
persons who have left active involvement with Covenant Players. At 
present there are about two dozen former touring members, all of them 
“veterans" of several years of involvement with the group, who 
correspond regularly to share reflections about their experiences with 
the group. This network has sprung up in part to offer counsel and 
support because of the difficulty that some persons are having in dealing 
with feelings of guilt and alienation after leaving active membership in 
the Players. Others report difficulty in adjusting to life on the “outside” 
where virtually no one who has not been a part of the group can relate to 
the tremendous pressure and stress and the high level of commitment 
and energy which the active Players have experienced so intensely. After 
several years of touring, "civilian life" can seem mighty tame. One of the 
major factors also causing concern is a difficulty in achieving financial 
stability after living in a “faith ministry" where salaries were pitifully 
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low if paid at all. 

At least one regionally based weekend "reunion" of former 
Covenant Players has already taken place where a great deal of the 
agenda was reflections on the experiences which each person had in the 
group and how they had affected the career choices, marriages, 
commitments, and goals of those persons. The author attended that 
gathering and would have loved to have taped the whole thing as this 
project! 
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CHAPTER 4 

At the Interface of Religion and Drama: The Impact 
of Covenant Players on Churches and 
Other User Groups 

A study of the Covenant Players would be Incomplete without a 
report of the impact which the group has made upon those for whom 
performances have been given. This chapter will include direct 
quotations gathered at programs given by the Players and second-person 
reports from members of the touring units on the response received. 
These reports are all extremely positive in their outlook and reflect that 
largest share of responses which the group receives. However, on 
balance, there are also those occasions when Covenant Players has failed 
to live up to its intention and reputation. Direct quotations reflecting a 
a negative impact by the group are not catalogued nor published by the 
group,making it difficult to document in any thorough manner this aspect 
of the ministry. Through this authors' personal reflection and 
conversations with others who have used Covenant Players or been a part 
of the group, a summary of most frequently mentioned disatisfactions 
has been included in this chapter. By reflecting on the comments of 
those who have seen Covenant Players, it will be possible to begin 
formulating the extent to which the Players perception of the impact of 
their ministry reflects the reality which is actually happening in the 
programs. This will bring needed balance to the evaluation which this 
project seeks to make of the Intersection of theatre and the Church as it 
Is expressed by the Covenant Players. 
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From the beginning stages of the group, Charles Tanner has 
required the malntalnance of precise performance records which reflect 
the location and details of the program setting, the plays presented with 
their casts and also comments received from members of the audience. 
It is this latter which provides material for this chapter. Every 
performance during the entire history of the Covenant Players has been 
catalogued and direct quotations from audiences are a part of each 
report. In fact, in recent years unit members have carried compact tape 
recorders as they mingle with audience members following a 
performance in order to ensure the accuracy of comments received. As 
with any business, word of mouth advertising by a satisfied customer is 
the best kudo anyone could get. Comments following a program and 
reports of lives impacted by contact with Covenant Players are no 
exception. 

Anita Pearsall, reporting on a program given at a psychiatric 
hospital in Colorado, begins by pointing out that most of the patients 
were, for the greatest part, either intensely medicated or not 
psychologically coherent. The entire day was spent going from ward to 
ward performing and sharing Christ’s message with such people-- not 
aware of whether the unit was reaching or communicating to any, and 
feeling personally inadequate, discouraged at a seeming lack of success. 
At the close of the day, the chaplain who had supported the unit all day 
appeared happy and pleased with the work. He told them that if the 
patients did not like what was going on, they would get up and turn their 
chairs so that their backs were turned. Anita reports that all their 
audiences had faced them throughout the entirety of each program. They 
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had communicated! 

Cathy Craig, another of the Unit Leaders, reports on a response 
received from a program done at a prison In the deep South. The program 
was done for a small maximum security prison for youthful offenders— 
felons, mostly and several weeks after the program she received a letter 
which had been forwarded to her from one of the inmates. He said he'd 
never thought very seriously about God or religion before, but after the 
program went to his cell and gave it a lot of serious thought. The result 
was that he'd committed his life to Christ that night, and was looking 
forward to a whole new life direction with the Lord in control! The unit 
hadn't even been able to talk to the Inmates after the program so getting 
that letter was a real high. The plays had communicated directly. 

In Whitehorse (Yukon Territory) Canada, Tom Smith and unit 
performed for the Whitehorse Correctional Institute. The warmth and 
love projected by the C.P.’ers and the plays affected all present. A 
prison official said, 

See that man over there?... he is in here for a sex crime. 
He's put in isolation to protect him from the other prisoners. 

I thought for sure he'd request to go back to his cell 
Immediately after the performance, but he's milling around 
talking to the others, and they're TALKING TO HIM! That is 
impossible, unheard of, and a total miracle! In fact, I didn't 
expect anyone to stick around afterwards, but they ALL are 
and they're talking to each other about the plays, about each 
other, about meaningful things! If there were more Covenant 
Players in the world there would be less people In prisons! 
Some of the things they said tonight in discussions were 
amazing! I mean, they discussed the plays in a meaningful, 
involved... I just can't tell you how you've affected them! 

Tom related that after the drama ministry, coffee was available 
and the inmates mixed and talked with unit members freely as friends, 
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which amazed the staff of the prison! 

In a school, a Unit Leader reported a classroom episode which 
occurred after the presentation of a very short play, entitled Bad. Bad- 
Bad. The teacher told about a little boy who normally was much picked 
upon by others in the classroom, a boy who defended himself vigorously. 
As he was seated at his desk another boy walked by him and deliberately 
kicked his desk. The first youngster reacted quickly, pulling back his 
fist to sock his tormenter. Then he paused, thought, and as the class 
watched, said, "It’s all right. I forgive you!" Total silence in the room. 
He had repeated the last line of the play, a message of God's love, even a 
little boy could recognize. 

Responses to the Covenant Players sometimes come in other ways 
than verbal comments. Sue Haraldson tells this story of a great financial 
response. She reports that the Sunday morning spot on the unit 
performance schedule was open and they had worked hard all week to fill 
it. The minister from the Free Methodist Church where the unit had been 
the previous Sunday arranged for the unit to do a public relations spot at 
a conference for Free Methodist Churches in the area. It was Saturday 
noon. During the short time, she announced that "tomorrow morning is 
available for scheduling" and to talk to the unit afterwards. At 2:00 p.m. 
Saturday afternoon one "God-send" came to them and told them that he 
wanted the unit at his church in the morning, but that the congregation 
was extremely conservative, both in attitude and giving and he was 
afraid he couldn't guarantee the money. He said his people just weren't 
givers. Sue felt that he was an answer to their prayers and so told him 
that if he would take an offering for them and let his congregation know 
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that C.P. was a faith ministry with the sole support coming from 
offerings, they would go ahead with no minimum guarantee. The 
congregation had 38 people and the offering came to more than the 
minimum fee. A harvest of blessings was ripe and ready to be reaped. 

Catalysts Unit Leader Vic Mitchell tells of a performance for the 
US Naval Brig in Philadelphia. He'll never forget the way that two of the 
Jailed sailors reacted to the music and drama. They were at the very 
back of the chapel looking at the unit like "I dare you to try and sing 
something that we will like, let alone do a play that can minister to me." 
As soon as the unit sang the first song they had their attention. The men 
sat there, "boogied" to the music, then stayed and talked to the actors 
about the plays until they were ready to pack up and leave. Then, like the 
rest of the inmates, they had to be finally run out of the chapel by the 
guards and made to go back to their part of the brig. One of the men said 
to Vic, "When I was a kid, I used to always read my mother's Bible -- I 
never could understand it all, but it was very important to me. Now I 
want God to use me the way He uses you. I hope He will." His life was 
changed by this encounter. 

Covenant Player teams are in churches throughout the world each 
and every Sunday morning of the year. No matter where they have been 
ministering during the week — schools, hospitals, clubs, etc.— on 
Sunday they are presenting the Good News through drama in churches. 
Celeste and Mark Pieratt, National Directors or Australia, reported that 
in one week they received the following response to the services in 
which Covenant Players were the acting servants of the Lord. 

... .it was with great joy that they ministered to us, 
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bringing about conviction within those not yet reached by 
His WORD . . .having the Players under our roof for a few 
days was blessing in itself seeing that the persona! 
commitment to Jesus Christ within their lives is real. 
(West Australia) 

We were both extremely impressed by the outreach being 
done by them and we both received a rich blessing. We 
would like to assist in this tremendous method of spreading 
the Gospel and have enclosed a cheque .... ($200 from 
Queensland). 

The message in your presentations was really "spot on" 
and I know you will be interested to know that on Sunday 
twenty young people made commitments to Christ.... (New 
South Wales) 

Peter was VERY pleased with the work you did in his 
parish.... (South Australia) 

From all reports .. from students and teachers alike, all 
really enjoyed the performances of the Players in their 
visits to various schools and classes . . WELL DONE. . . . 
(Victoria) 


The impact of the ministry of Covenant Players has been proved 
consistently over many years to transcend cultural, national, and 
language barriers as the Players minister around the world. 

Sometimes the impact can be quite dramatic (pardon the pun!). 
Tracey Lloyd, at the time unit leader in Michigan, tells of calling upon an 
Assembly of God minister who shared his enthusiasm for the Covenant 
Players ministry. He related that two years previously two of the 
Covenant Players had come to his church and presented Disc of Life 
which is a play In which an all night radio D.J. witnesses to a potential 
suicide victim during a call-in program. The pastor called it a 
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spirit-filled performance and went on to say that a young man In the 
audience had tried to kill himself the week before and planned to finish 
himself after that week— but, a friend brought him to church. The Disc 
of Life saved both his physical and his eternal life. The pastor finished 
by saying, “I don’t know if you’ll ever see these people or if they are in 
C.P. still, but if you see them, say thank you to Chuck and Lorie 
Neighbors.” 

The following letter came from Australia - 

A few weeks ago one of your Player groups visited one of 
the Anglican churches here in Wagga Wagga, New South 
Wales. 

That evening, I was a visitor to that service, but was so 
impressed by the impact of the presentation that I have 
enclosed one week’s pay toward your work. 1 count it a 
small pleasure to be able to share in any work that 
encourages docile congregations to reexamine their attitude 
and, indeed my own, towards our living faith. Be assured 
that my prayers will continue for your involvement in 
sharing the tremendous news of God's love and interest in 
our lives. (Margaret Robertson) 


Not all impacts occur as a direct result of the plays themselves. 
Sometimes the witness presented by the lifestyles and attitudes of the 
individual actors speaks just as loudly as what they are performing 
onstage. Wendi Winakur describes an encounter with a troubled soldier 
while performing at an American military base in Europe. The Unit was 
performing for about seventy men who were a part of a Race Relations 
class. They were backstage talking with the chaplains beforehand, when 
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one of them said to hei; ” That soldier backstage needs help. He just got 
out of the psycho ward because he tried to commit suicide." Wendl told 
the chaplain that with the Lord’s help she would talk to the man. 

During one of the plays she asked the soldier why he wasn’t out in 
the audience watching the drama. He replied that he had too many bad 
memories, and didn't want to see anything more. This man had no smile 
at all. He continued saying that he was a failure and just wasn’t 
interested. She sat down with him in another room and continued to talk 
as the plays continued onstage with other unit members. He had been 
into drugs and fights and this kind of lifestyle, and was really searching 
for a happier world. He was so negative about himself that Wendi says 
she had never met anyone so apathetic. She related some of her own past 
experiences to him and he couldn't believe that she could smile and be 
happy in spite of the world around her. She told him that prayer and 
reaching out to to others kept her from getting depressed about the bad 
things she was seeing. 

As the performance continued, Wendi said the unit would be there 
at the base on and off for about two days more and were very busy; 
however, if he wanted someone to talk to, she would try to be available. 
The next night the troubled soldier came over to the chaplain's house 
where she was staying. He wanted to continue to talk about how to deal 
with life. As he talked and they read scriptures together she felt the 
Lord was speaking to him. Some time later, she received a message to 
“call" him. Then he told her, “I just gave my life over to Jesus. Thank you! 
I praise the Lord who led us both." 

It isn’t always just the laypersons who are Impacted by Covenant 
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Players. The clergy find messages for themselves too as this report 
makes clear. One of the Catalysts units (music and drama) performed 
two things at a Sunday worship service. At the close of the sermon play 
there was utter silence. The pastor then came up in front of the 
congregation. With tears, he confessed before them that he hadn't been 
doing his job as a pastor. He asked their forgiveness and said he was 
going to change. He talked about the play the unit had done and how they, 
as a church, could start putting the meanings revealed in the plays into 
action! It was a very humbling experience for the pastor, congregation 
and the Covenant Players. 

More often than not it is the local church pastor who witnesses 
the impact of a Covenant Players program after the Players have moved 
on to other places. In Illinois, Shirley Cook had an experience common to 
many in C.P. The story concerns someone who just "happened" to come to 
church. She reports performing at the church of the Covenant Players 
Representative in the town where the previous year the unit had 
performed the play Transit Gloria. In that play a character meets a 
heavenly receptionist after death who conducts an interview regarding 
the newly deceased's religious practices. At the conclusion the hopeful 
prospect is sent down a pathway which leads to an unknown destination 
rather than through the "Pearly Gates" as had been hoped. The pastor 
mentioned to the unit that his people were still talking about the play in 
the church. He felt that it truly changed lives. He told Shirley about one 
woman who had come to church for first time in a number of years that 
morning. She sat through it all, but it wasn't what she had expected to 
find in church. Later, during the week, however, she came to talk to the 
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pastor about "Barbara Sinclair" (the central character of Transit Gloria) . 
At first, he didn’t know who she was talking about, but caught on as she 
continued talking. She said she wasn’t sure what was down that path for 
her and wanted to get some help. He was more than happy to give her 
that help! 

The reports of Impacting performances by Covenant Players groups 
in all types of settings and in all parts of the world are great 
testimonies to the universal power which drama has for Christian 
ministry. Page after page of comments could be included in this project 
and most would recount experiences similar to those included here. 
These few stories have been taken from accounts which are included in 
the first edition of a planned series of devotional books which Covenant 
Players is preparing. The volume is entitled "Obedience and Servanthood” 
and it, along with the other volumes in the series as they are published, 
will chronicle many of the most exciting and dynamic impacts which the 
Players have had on their audiences, on pastors, and on themselves. 

Each unit maintains a "quote" book which is used when they are 
telling pastors about the work of the Covenant Players. If a Methodist 
pastor were to ask, for instance, about the response of other Methodist 
churches in the area to the ministry, the Unit Leader would find 
appropriate references in the "quote book" to share with him. In addition, 
each unit, each regional and overseas national office and the 
International Headquarters maintains "kudo” files. These are files of 
letters received after performances which detail the impact the Players 
have had in a particular church or Institution. This file is especially 
helpful when affirmations are received from denominational gatherings 
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and from high ranking leaders in the church or agency which is 
considering the use of a Covenant Players unit. For instance, as a pastor 
of a local congregation of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) this 
author would be pleased to see an affirmation letter from church 
headquarters in Indianapolis, Indiana commending the Players as an 
excellent resource for the local church program, Several letters of 
exactly that type are on file. 

Direct positive quotes are also included in the majority of printed 
material which Covenant Players produces for public relations purposes. 
The reader of this project will find examples of such materials included 
in the Appendix. 

In all fairness, however, the reader should not leap to the 
conclusion that one hundred percent of the responses to Covenant Players 
are as positive as those which have been reported here. It is the positive 
responses which are recorded by the performers themselves following a 
program and it is these which are regularly reported to the director. In 
this authors' experience, negative responses are seldom given overtly to 
the performers by audience members or those In leadership in a user 
group. The unit and unit leader may sense that something did not "go 
right” or that the response was not as warm or enthusiastic as might be 
expected, or the free-will offering total might be lower than expected, 
but it is unusual for criticism to be open or overt. This likely stems 
from a hesitation on the part of most churches and church members to be 
openly critical of anyone engaged in a missionary type endeavor. 
Negative responses are most often translated to "lukewarm" receptions 
and a determination to never host the group again. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 




71 


Letters and telephone calls are received in the Regional Offices 
and the World Headquarters with both positive responses and negative 
criticisms and copies are made for the touring unit before these are 
filed. It is in this fashion that most negative response is surfaced in any 
overt manner. A pastor or group leader may not feel comfortable 
expressing disatisfaction directly to the touring unit in person so a 
letter may be sent as a less personal way of expression. After receiving 
a critical letter (or phone call), if warranted, a contact is made with the 
touring unit involved by the Regional Office or the World Headquarters 
staff and a discussion of the problem is initiated. 

The largest share of negative responses however come when a 
subsequent contact is made with the church or user group. It is at this 
time that criticisms of a previous performance are given to those who 
have made the new contact. When the opportunity is presented for a 
second performance to be booked, hidden disatisfaction is surfaced as an 
excuse or reason for not rebooking a touring unit. 

The most frequent source of criticism from user groups is 
centered around the uneven quality of the performances. A pastor may 
see a half dozen Covenant Players groups over a period of years and find 
that while one touring unit might be outstanding the next might be sorely 
lacking. It is this inconsistent quality in both performance and personnel 
that causes the most negative response. A pastor may well be hesitant 
to book a unit until they have some assurance of the capacity of ihi£ 
particular unit. As a Regional Supervisor I heard this kind of criticism 
constantly. "What kind of unit have you got this tour?" "The last unit 
was really bad and my people are hesitant to have them back again." "Can 
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you guarantee me that they are going to do a good job this time" “We 
know you are good; can we have you back again?" 

Inconsistent quality is evident on stage as well as in the 
appearance and demeanor of the unit members. On a given unit, the unit 
leader may well be the only member with sufficient training or enough 
experience to give a consistantly high quality performance. Despite the 
best efforts of Tanner to keep the personnel turnover rate low, the 
maintainance of consistent quality remains one of the toughest 
criticisms faced by the group. Personality problems are surfaced when 
unit members stay in host homes and some of these have really hurt 
Covenant Players reputation over the years. A group like this lives or 
dies by a good reputation and repeat performances over a sustained 
period. Some criticism is generated by the generally poor quality of the 
vehicles and the low level of financial support to keep the units supplied 
with adequate food, gas, clothing, and housing. Sometimes the units are 
perceived as “mooching" or taking advantage of hosts and churches. One 
pastor said that it seemed everytime the unit came to town the van was 
broken and the Players were broke. The only contact he ever had with 
them was when they needed help and wanted him to book them for that 
day if possible. The Players would call it "living on faith" and "trusting 
6od to provide." Some in the church call it poor planning and a less than 
adequate organization. 

In a group the size of the Players with so many diverse and 
individual personalities involved, and given the previously stated 
difficulties in finances, and in recruiting and training a consistently 
qualified and prepared company of performers, there are inevitably going 
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to sometimes be less than enthusiastic responses. To credit of the 
group, these seem to be in the definite minority. 

Perhaps the greatest affirmation of all to the impact of Covenant 
Players ministry of drama In the church is that the group continues to 
grow and expand and perform in ever increasing numbers of churches 
after more than 25 years of service. With the obvious financial, 
personnel, and other problems which the Covenant Players have 
experienced and continue to experience, the whole operation would surely 
have folded long ago if the response to it were mediocre or lukewarm. 
Charles Tanner would also quickly be sure to give credit where he rightly 
feels it is due - that is to the Lord God above who watches over and 
blesses the work of the Covenant Players. Amen. 
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APPENDIX A 

Transcripts of Oral Interviews Conducted with Persons Whose Lives Have 
Been Directly Impacted by the Covenant Players 


Transcript of Oral Interview 
with Jean Smith 

Tom: Jean, we've known you for a long time of course, 
and known that you've been involved with Covenant 
Players, primarily through your daughter Sharry. Maybe 
you can start by telling a little bit about what you know 
about how Sharry first met Covenant Players and if you 
know anything about what made her decide this was a 
group she wanted to get connected with. 

Jean: We met the Covenant Players for the first time in 
April of 72 when they appeared at our church and she was 
so impressed with what she saw that she asked what we 
thought about her joining this group. And we told her 
that if that was what she wanted to do then she should 
try. And she should do it. 

Tom: Did she have a job at that point...or was she going 
to school? 
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Jean: Yes, she was working. 

Tom: What was she doing? 

Jean: Ummm. Basically professional babysitting. 

Tom: Did she join right away? Pick up and go on tour? 

Jean: We saw them on the sixth of April, 1972 and by the 
22nd she had written out to California and been accepted 
as a Covenant Player. And she left in July, the last day 
of July in 1972. 

Tom: So she came out for the summer training and then 
went on tour. 

Jean: Yes. 

Tom: At that point did she have any idea of how long she 
might want to be involved? 

Jean: No, she just made the then one year committment 
at that time. 

Tom: Had she ever done any drama before? 
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Jean: Yes, she had been in Starlite musicals, and then 
done a lot of singing and dancing and so forth, in 
hospitals and on programs around the Indianapolis area. 

Tom: So, being onstage was not a completely new 
experience to her? 

Jean: No, No. She had done a lot of it. 

Tom: Then, I guess the other question was -- do you 
know...was the fact that it was a Christian ministry 
appeal to her? 

Jean: Yes it did. And she was very impressed with the 
drama the unit performed the first time we saw them. 

Tom: Since that time -- let's see, Sharry’s been in since 
1972. Tell me about some of the work that she’s done in 
Europe and how long she's been there? 

Jean: She first went to Europe the first time in 1978/79 
and toured military there. And then, she came back and 
worked in the home office in California and in 83 went 
back to Europe. And has been there ever since and has 
toured for four tours in Norway. 

Tom: And as far as you know she's decided she's going to 
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make a career out of being in the Covenant Players. 

Jean: Right. Yes. 

Tom: Ok. Good. Let me ask a little bit about your 
involvement then. Obviously you got to know Covenant 
Players the same time Sharry did. How then did your 
Involvement get started? 

Jean: I began to help the area Rep in the beginning, and 
then when he changed churches, he was a minister, when 
he moved, then I became the area rep for Indianapolis. 
That was late 1972, early 1973. 

Tom: So, fairly quickly after Sharry got involved, (yes) 
One of the things about you Jean is that you host 
Covenant Players very regularly...Patty and I have stayed 
at your house ourselves several times. Tell us a little 
bit about, you know, your feeling of... you know, Is this in 
a sense a kind of a mission for you, you know, to provide 
that housing? 

Jean; Yes, We look at it as a mission, because it gives 
us satisfaction and all to be able to help the units as 
they come through. By not only trying to help get 
playdates but for housing and meals and so forth. 
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Tom: You are obviously an outgoing and gregarious sort 
of person so it is easy for you to meet folks. How many 
Covenant Players would you say have visited your house 
in the all the years since 1972? 

Jean: In all the years... Oh, my! Several hundred if you 
started in 1972 and up to now. I know two - three years 
ago in December in a five day period we had 45 in and out 
--dropping off and picking up and going home for 
Christmas. 

Tom: OK. And then the other thing that we all know 
about you is that you've made a practice of coming out to 
California for the Covenant Players banquet. How many 
years have you been doing that? 

Jean: The one on the 8th of January (1987) was my 14th 
banquet. 

Tom: What is it about the Banquet that makes you want 
to keep coming out here year after year? 

Jean: Its just very exciting and fulfilling to be able to be 
with the family that is that large and is such a loving, 
caring, group. And, its just very, very exciting for me to 
get to come out every year. 
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Tom: You might have to think about this one a little bit... 
How would you say that your life is changed or different, 
now after 14 years of being around the Covenant Players 
— more than 14 years -- How has it really affected your 
own life and your faith, and so forth. 

Jean: I think that ...not only do the Covenant Players 
grow as they are involved and as they mission in the 
different areas but 1 think the people that they touch 
grow spiritually and in every way as well. Uh, I think 
that, uh, being around the Covenant Players has, has made 
me, more, more, spiritually involved not only with 
Covenant Players, but with our own church and in our own 
area. 

Tom: How has your continued and frequent hosting of 
Covenant Players touring groups affected your home life? 

Jean: It has little effect on our personal schedules in 
any way. Uh, we keep groceries there. Now if 1 am home, 

I will cook, you know, but if I have meetings and this 
sort of thing we just say, "The refrigerator's full and 
here's the key." And, uh, we just do it.... 

Tom: Have you ever been... have you ever felt burned out 
or felt like, you know, have you ever had a bad 
experience, or...? 
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Jean: No, I’ve never, never felt burned out at all —just 
one unit, or one time, we had a unit leader that would 
stay up til 5 in the morning and, and uh, uh, use ear plugs, 
and had a fit if, if the unit members washed dishes or 
anything like that. But that's the only, uh, that's the only. 


Tom: He had a fit if the dishes, if the guys did what? 
Jean: Washed dishes or anything. 

Tom: Why? 

Jean: I don't know... but, that's exactly what happened. 

Transcript of Oral Interview 

wit h P onCharnon 

Tom: Tell me a little bit Don what your background was 
before you came to Covenant Players. 

Don: I was in the Catholic Church until I was about 16 
years old and right about that time in my life I became 
thirsty for more answers, meanings of life, what is 
Church cracked up to be. I really wasn't satisfied with 
the church system, the fellowship factor, my needs 
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weren't being met obviously through the church system. I 
began not going to church first of all and then trying 
different churches actually — I've been to a couple of my 
friend's churches to see what they were like. I got out of 
high school and proceeded to get a job bartending and I 
moved into — it was in nightclubs, bartending in 
nightclubs — and I was offered a job to dance in those 
same nightclubs, because all my nights off I came and 
danced anyway. So they thought if they trained me I 
could teach. I had a lot of energy in that direction. So I 
worked not a year at that, and then summer came. 
Summers have always been restless for me, I really 
enjoy travelling in the summer. I've hitchhiked about 
3,000 miles in different summers added up. Someone, 
one of my best friends asked me if I could drive out to 
California, so that his niece who had just inherited a car 
would be safe, wouldn’t have to drive alone, and I said 
sure, that would be an exciting time .... to go out to 
California. So rather than planning to come back I just 
planned to stay there in California. I sold my car, saved 
a little money.... 

Tom: You grew up around Wisconsin? 

Don: Yeah, I grew up_my father's a meatcutter and my 

mother’s a professional in a teacher's union. And I did 
odd jobs, like uh, I was a janitor for awhile, I bartended 
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like I said, worked on a farm for awhile, but my real step 
to get out of my environment was to go to California, to 
arrive in Los Angeles. 

Tom: Did you know what you wanted to do when you got 
out here? 

Don: Well I had urn, urn fostered my ego to think that I 
could dance well. I could do 150 pushups and I was 
running eight miles a day, and I could do a split. I was 
working out really hard because I knew that as a dancer I 
didn't have any, uh, any, what do you call them...sheets, I 
didn't have any shingles for dance. All I had was me. I 
had to make an audition, which I was hoping for someday. 

Tom: You mean you didn't have a resume built up? 

Don: No, I had no experience execpt being in a discoteque 
which isn't accepted as dance in a lot of places. Anyway, 
I went to Los Angeles and arranged to have an I.D. sent to 
me. One of my friends said he could get me a fake I.D. 
that said I was twenty-two, instead of nineteen, which 
would have made available a few more jobs. Well, I 
didn't have to get it because three days later, uh— after I 
got to Los Angeles... I don't know who this is for...but the 
first day I met a Tarot card reader at a peoples fair. 
Second day I met a homosexual who was very "in the 
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closet" and i didn't -- he wasn’t bold or obvious to me. I 
was hitchiklng and he picked me up and offered to drive 
me around to different places to apply for a job. And 
then I found out he was weird and I left that — that 
same day. The next day I met Covenant Players —I had 
been at Northridge, I had been at thirty-eight places in 
the last three days applying for a job. 

Tom: You were trying to get a job dancing? Or? 

Don: Sales. Mostly shops and stores and whatever - - 

Tom: Anything you could get. 

Don: Yeah, just to get a foothold, because I couldn't go 
Into a bar yet. I was still nineteen years old. I couldn't 
go in where I thought I could get a job. I had to wait for 
my identification. Then I met Covenant Players. 

Tom: Tell the story about . . .? You were just kinda 
walking up the street past the church or something? 

Don: Yeah, l was In Northridge -- I believe that's down 
Topanga Canyon somewhere — and I'd walked about six 
miles, well five miles, to come to Ventura Blvd. ! was 
pretty tired and it was about supper time. I'd just come 
out of a..."all you can eat" Mexican food for about $3.50 or 
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something -- and I met Laurie Budd. Well, the Covenant 
Players were breaking for supper and everyone had a 
name tag on — so I inquired about why all these people 
had name tags on. She told me and I learned a few things 
-- enough to wet my whistle. And then I walked in on the 
rest of the organization within St. James (Presbyterian 
Church in Tarzana where the summer training sessions 
were held at that time) and I met everybody including 
Chuck and everyone invited me to stay and watch some 
plays. So I did. I saw Transit Gloria with Karen Christie 
and Bob Haggard. My whole spirit went into shock. Deep 
down inside i knew that there was a God, because I was 
raised in the Roman Church. And I knew the consequences 
of sin. And I didn’t know the consequences of not having 
a relationship with the Father, through the Son. That 
was made a little more clear to me. Enough to throw me 
into a place where -- well, at that time I thought I had it 
all together. I mean I was physically in tune and I was 
quick and I was sharp and I could make a lot of things 
work for me. But introducing me to the spiritual realm 
put me into childhood -- the unknown, and I was in shock 
pretty much. 

Tom: That's fascinating. It really is. OX. so you joined 
the Covenant Players. I mean they invited you to come in 
and see the plays and they happened to be doing Transit 
Gloria and of course I know what that's all about. (It is a 
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play that features a man being interviewed at the Pearly 
Gates about his life and his Faith) And, it really moved 
you I guess, right? 

Don: Right. I knew there was a heaven at that point — 
and I felt like I wasn’t going there yet. I felt that with 
all that was happening my concept of going to heaven 
was “being good." It was very generic, very basic -- if I 
wasn’t “good" I wasn’t going to heaven. And I still ... I 
was just introduced to the "law”. It unsettled me, 
stirred me up enough to ask some questions about who 
these people were. Cause that’s the only thing I could 
attribute it to — I couldn't ask any other being, because I 
couldn't get any direct answers, so I asked the people 
around me. The next day somebody gave me ten bucks in 
case I needed something to eat. 

Tom: So, did you just stay around that night, or? 

Don: Yeah, I stayed around -- walked around all night. I 
don’t think I went to bed even — I was just wired. The 
next day I was walking down the street and I went back 
to that people's fair, that people's market with the Tarot 
Card reader, just to tell her what had happened and who I 
had met and what opportunities I might be having. And I 
got into the parking lot and I reached down to pick up a 
newspaper that was on the ground that was litter and my 
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hand crested a headline. The headline was: “Models 
needed, men or women, no training, call this number..." I 
reached down and just before I grabbed it -- as I could 
see the headline, before I touched it -- I really felt that 
there were principalities bargaining for my soul. I really 
felt that if l were to pursue that headline -- 1 would've, 
it suddenly flashed -- i would be, I would be a heroine 
addict or a wierd social deviant. And urn, I picked up the 
paper and I turned around and I went right back to the 
church and asked Peter Iversen if I could join Covenant 
Players. I really believed, that for some reason, it must 
have been Faith, cause there was no wisdom involved, 
there is no intelligence involved -- that my life worked 
out, was decided right then. I either chose Covenant 
Players where life was available or I didn't and I died. I 
felt that was the bottom line for me. I cut my hair and I 
did everything and Chuck came up to me and said "You 
know if we hear about any drugs — you'll be fired". 
Cause obviously I looked like I could have been involved 
in those things, and I said "you won't hear about it." 
Still, in my mind I said, "Well, he's not going to hear 
about it because I'm cool, I'm never going to get caught." I 
still had a face front attitude that just being "good" was 
a Christian and I could handle that scheme. So, I quit 
smoking that day, and I quit drinking, and I threw away 
my pot...l kept my dope pipe cause it was really, it was 
special to me because it was a beautiful piece of art — 
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it was a soapstone thing that I had gotten. I just tucked 
it away and hid it on mission (the term for the "tours" 
that each unit makes). I did what I was supposed to, and 
I followed the rules. 

Tom: Obviously your life really turned around because of 
that experience — what along the line really made you 
turn the corner and say, “Hey, this is what I really want 
to do and spend a long time doing." Obviously you were 
drifting and you came across this and said, "Hey, all right 
let me try this out." Something happened somewhere 
that made you decide to stick with it and not say, "O.K. 
well, that was fun, now let me go back to dancing or 
whatever, or to keep on drifting, keep on seeking." Can 
you put your finger on that at all? 

Don: Yeah, well its been an integral process, there's been 
a number of things... Right at my breaking point, about 
the third week into mission I’d had it. 1 didn't have any 
money, I didn't have Friday night off — these people were 
too mellow for me, like I wanted to dance all the time 
and they weren't even excited about anything. I mean, as 
far as that goes, it might have been my spiritual 
numbness -- but, well, (here he begins to describe the 
members of the first unit that he was assigned to tour 
with) Alan was eighteen years old, one day out of high 
school when he joined and he was a pretty calm guy. 
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Tracey Dubosky was, uh, she had a real interesting 
picture of the perfect man that she would want -- a 
Marine with a thick neck, you know. A "real man” you 
might say. So this “squirty little wierdo" really turned 
her off -- myself. And the other lady, was Patricia 
Bolcome, who was a Mormon. She used to be a Hare 
Khrishna for four years and then she became a Mormon, so 
she had a lot to say, a lot of things in the background. 
But she wasn’t even into converting, she was just 
passive. The other guy was Moses Linus who was a flake, 
a real ding, he wasn’t even in reality. I mean he was just 
real young, and “I've got a fiance back home” -- and he 
left after like a month. But, I really felt that I had some 
talent compared to some of these people, you know -- 
like I could talk to people, at least! I could express 
myself and have fun, and joke around. Cause I’d been a 
bartender, and you know... I was cool enough that I didn't 
jump people -- I just looked like I would, but I didn't. I 
got home and l smoked dope again. As soon as I got home 
after mission. After mission was over I went home back 
to Wisconsin, it was like Christmas break. I just got 
blown away — as stupid as I was before. I woke up about 
the third day and said, "I really got to get back to Los 
Angeles, I gotta get to Covenant Players right away." So 
right after Christmas was over, 6ary Barcus called me up 
and said he was going to pick me up and take me back out. 

I said "Yeah" cause I had reverted, totally regressed. I 
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didn't have a leg to stand on. I didn't have a leg to stand 
on for about a year, unless I was in an environment of 
being straight. I was like a chameleon. I was an actor, I 
was trying to imitate, trying to do like they did - -which 
is all I had to go on. After a year I could pray out loud. It 
was right about a year that l began to be able to pray out 
loud with anybody, like before programs. Then Chuck (the 
director of Covenant Players) asked me to go to Europe. 
At the same time my Dad told me he would buy me a 
house. He would buy me a house and pay me so much a 
week to live in it and fix it up, and he said in about six 
months I could make ten grand on it. But I felt that going 
to Europe would be what God wanted. Besides, who 
wouldn't want to go to Europe? 

Europe was the hardest thing that ever happened to me — 
being in a culture that didn't accept anything I talked 
about. I was really a shallow person, really. I could 
make initial contacts really well, but after that I was a 
washout. 

(At this point in the conversation Don began a long and 
rambling description of an encounter with a Christian 
woman in Europe who helped him to learn to pray and to 
be disciplined in study of the Scripture. He eventually 
became baptized in the Holy Spirit and spoke in other 
tongues and felt a great release of all the "garbage" that 
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had been his life previous to that point. The conversation 
continued for over an hour ranging over his courtship 
with his wife, his feelings about and relationship to any 
local church congregation, his heritage as an American 
Indian and what that means in terms of his feelings 
about dance and spirituality, among many other 
subjects.) 

Transcript of Oral Interview 

with Julie Brewster-Elktns 


Tom: Julie, you have told me just in some casual 
conversations that you have seen the Covenant Players 
perform and at one time even considered becoming a part 
of the group. I wonder if you could tell me where you 
first saw them, what kind of setting it was, and what it 
was that really attracted you to their work when you did 
see them. 

Julie: I saw them at a Y.P.C. which is Young Peoples 
Convention, and that was a convention of eight hundred 
and fifty people approximately, and they were part of the 
program. They weren’t all of it, but they were part of it. 
They did the short, the five to ten minute scenes,and they 
also did a workshop, when we had workshop, and they did 
street type theatre while we were going into the - - 
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Tom: Where was that? 

Julie: Long Beach City College. They also came to 
Arizona when we were at some high school in Arizona, I 
don't remember where. 

Tom: When was that, that you saw them in Long Beach? 

Julie: Nineteen seventy-seven? 

Tom: So, about ten years ago, roughly? 

Julie: Yeah, i was still in high school. I think I liked 
them ... I really enjoyed it because it was a ministry and 
yet it was .. .at that time I was very involved in theatre 
and dance. At the same convention I did a 
spiritual/interpretive dance and one of the people came 
up to me, one lady came up to me and talked to me about 
it (that was Patty!) and told me that they were talking 
about starting a dance troupe. They wanted to know if I 
was interested. I really liked that because I wanted to 
go into spiritual/interpretive dancing in various 
churches and they moved around which is exactly what I 
wanted to do. So that's what started me thinking about 
joining at that point. And, I really liked how it was the 
arts, but it was ministering — I mean, it was a ministry 
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itself. And the plays they did! The one I can remember 
the most was the one where one was going to commit 
suicide -- going to jump off the wall... 

Tom: The Proxy. 

Julie: Yeah, that's it. And the other one comes up.. .that 
just really moved me. And the radio one, they did the 
radio one — someone called in_ 

Tom: Disc of Life . 

Julie: And uh, you know all these?! 

Tom: Funniest thing. . .I've performed them all many 
times. 

Julie: I also liked the idea of travelling around, getting 
to see other parts of the country and also getting to talk 
— and they stayed with families and so you get to .alk to 
families, get to know them, and so you feel like you have 
families all over. Just that whole concept I really liked 
and.... 

Tom: Did you see them again, or did it kind of fade...? 
Julie: They wrote to me. They got my name, and they 
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kept in contact with me for quite awhile. And I did see 
them again, but I couldn't tell you where though. It just 
happened that I noticed that the Covenant Players - oh! 
the Covenant Players are going to be here, that's just 
great. 

Tom: You happened to see the name and you remembered. 

Julie: Well, l was going to be at this place, I don't 
remember where it was, probably some church 
convention — I go to a lot of those. They said, "Oh, the 
Covenant Players are going to be there." Ah, great, cool! 
I don’t know why or where the interest stopped. I think, 
well, my knee -- I injured my knee in my dance major. 
And then I totally changed gears. I decided that my 
commitment went to become a full-time minister. I 
joined the speech team and went off on speaking 
tournaments. My life kinda changed and I got married 
and my husband doesn't do these things (laughter). He 
brags about not being cultural. 

Tom: Of course that's the subject for a whole different 
kind of project which we won't get into here. Well, O.K. 
so you obviously have an interest in using the arts in 
ministry. Would you say that in any way at all that what 
you saw the Covenant Players doing gave you a challenge 
then and an inspiration to want to try to do something in 
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then and an inspiration to want to try to do something in 
using the Arts in ministry now in your own work in the 
church? 

Julie: As a matter of fact it has. You asked a good 
question. I'm doing a play with the youth in the church 
leading into communion. Similar to what the Covenant 
Players do — its a one-act. And I've done dance, 
liturgical dance and I would say the Covenant Players.. .1 
had seen acting done cause my dad had done acting in 
church, per se drama and things like that and he had used 
the arts in ministry. So, I had seen it done before, but I 
liked their style. So they challenged me to continue that. 
I like the “Zingers," the short ones, I really liked that. I 
have used that before in my youth work. 

Tom: What I was interested in was the Covenant Players 
as a kind of a model of ministry. 

Julie: Well, yeah, I do use ... In fact I've wanted to get 
together a youth — Its been a big dream of mine to get 
together my youth group to do that for a summer. Perhaps 
tour around and do that kind of thing. 

Tom: There are some youth groups that do that sort of 
thing. 
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the Concrete City ? My dad toured, he took his church and 
toured Arizona with it. I'd like to do something like that. 
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(At this point the conversation drifted on into some 
other areas of ministry and the arts which are related 
but which don't apply specifically to the focus of this 
project.) 


Transcript of Oral interview 

w it h Patrick vates 


Tom: Patty, you've got a really interesting story, I think, 
to tell about how it was that you decided that the thing 
to do with your life was connected up with the church 
and with drama and with music and about how you set 
about finding somebody like that, a group that you could 
do it with. Could you tell me about it? 

Patty: I had been working for two and one half years as a 
paramedic for different sets of doctors and had been 
trained for that. But I was getting progressively 
frustrated in the field, not finding anything about it 
except for the work with the patients themselves was 
satisfying. So, I had one really catalytic experience 
which ended up being the last doctor that I worked for. 
It was catalytic to my doing some "soul searching” which 
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was a very popular phrase in the seventies for doing 
re-thinking, re-evaluating. I first made the decision that 
I would not be able to continue as a paramedic. I got 
through that, and then I felt it was necessary to pray 
about what I should do. At the same time I picked up a 
book that had been referred to me called — “Go Hire 
Yourself An Employer.” So obviously ! was interested in 
the work force; I had to be in the work force. But, what I 
was going to do I didn't know. Maybe I needed a new 
attitude; maybe I needed to look at a new field. I had no 
idea what that would be. But, one of the things in the 
book had to do with determining what things in your life 
had given you the most, the biggest feeling of 
satisfaction. Going through this whole process, the end 
result was that the soe. thing that gave me the most 
satisfaction in my life was acting and singing. 

I almost tossed it right out as soon as I realized that 
this was the case, I mean as a reasonable thought, 
because how does someone make a career out of acting 
and singing? I had not considered, really seriously, 
trying to do anything in television and film. I didn’t feel 
confident enough to do that, so beyond that I didn't think 
that anything existed. Another thing in the book was, it 
said, that you were supposed to, that the only way you 
were going to find out about the wonderful jobs that are 
out there that never get in the L.A. Times classified 
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section is to just open up your mouth, wherever you are. 
Just open up your mouth and tell people what you are 
interested in. So, that's what I started doing. I started 
opening up my mouth to people that I knew, to people that 
I would come across, just keeping my ears open and my 
eyes open for signs. 

Within two weeks I just "happened" to be shopping in 
the mall. I was in this particular store and I got to 
talking acting and singing with this gal who was one of 
the salesladies in the store. She says, "Oh!, well you 
know I'm getting married in August, and my fiance and I 
are in a group called the Covenant Players — I don't know 
if you ever heard of them or anything." And, I 
remembered that l had seen some Covenant Player vans 
driving around. I mean I had seen them for years and it 
had never occured to me that maybe it was something 
that l would be interested in doing, which now, after the 
fact, surprises me that 1 would not have checked that 
out. Even as a side thing to do while I was working as a 
paramedic I could have been doing drama and music. So, 1 
don't know why I never checked that out. Maybe the 
timing was wrong. "Oh, yeah, I've seen these Covenant 
Players vans around." She goes, "Its great, of course its 
a ministry you know, like I don't know if you would be 
interested. Well, of course I was interested in it. It was 
exactly what I was interested in. I mean if I could do 
drama and music professionally which was what she was 
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saying -- this was a professional thing and that it would 
be a ministry too, how much better. 

Well, I went down the next day to the main office, the 
home office as it was called then, now the World 
Headquarters for Covenant Players, which was in Reseda. 
And walked right in and spoke with Chuck Tanner who is 
the Director of Covenant Players and I was fully 
expecting that he was going to audition me. Nobody gets 
into a theatre company without auditioning. I thought 
any minute I would have to start singing something from 
Oklahoma or whatever, but he just kept talking on and on, 
telling me about what Covenant Players was. I was 
asking questions. I kept wondering well, when is he 
going to ask me to audition, you know, and it seemed like 
it came out of nowhere that he extended his hand and he 
said well "If you would like to be a Covenant Player. .." 
you know, he was going to shake my hand. I'm going, 
"Wait a second, this can't be. . ., how can a person just 
decide that they are going to be a Covenant Player and 
then you accept them in?" Course, I know how that whole 
process works now. I was just taken in and accepted and 
loved by everybody right off the bat. Sight unseen. They 
had no idea what my acting capabilities were and I really 
had quite a bit more to learn about Covenant Players, but 
I knew that this was something that I wanted to give a 
try. So I joined Covenant Players before I ever even saw 
a Covenant Player performance. 
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knew that this was something that I wanted to give a try. 
So I joined Covenant Players before I ever even saw a 
Covenant Player performance. 

Tom: Can you talk for a minute about how Covenant 
Players and the time, the experience you spent with 
Covenant Players has shaped and changed your life at all? 
And your Christian commitment? 

Patty: I have tried to think about what I would be like 
without having come across Covenant Players. Of course, 
I just can’t say, but I do believe that I am a completely 
different person than 1 would have been. I don’t know 
how I would have been. But, I've got to be completely 
different. I have got so much more confidence in myself 
in every area, not just as an actress, and it is wonderful 
to know that you've done that many performances in that 
many roles. Its just wonderful to talk to other actors 
and actresses now and be able to not boast, but just to be 
able to say that that's what your experience is — 
repertory theatre. I have confidence in myself. I think 
that’s really the bottom line, confidence. 

As far as my faith is concerned, Covenant Players did 
a lot of shaping of my faith. I became in some ways more 
evangelical and in some ways I became disenchanted 
with the church's way of expressing their evangelical 
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faith. But, I think that I have done a heck of a lot of 
changing in the last five years at the School of Theology. 
In fact, probably more changing than in my whole life. 
And, I think for the better. 

Tom: My own feeling about the way Covenant Players has 
shaped my feelings about Christianity is that it has 
broadened them. I grew up in a very narrow sort of venue 
based around one denomination with very little contact 
with any other. One of the things about Covenant Players 
is that it Is very, very ecumenical. 

Patty: Yes, it is very ecumenical, and it afforded me the 
chance to go into a lot of different churches. It was a 
very ecumenical experience. But, Covenant Players as a 
group, despite its attempt to not be a church, js for many 
Covenant Players. Without trying I found myself 
accepting and adopting beliefs that were Covenant 
Players, or, some of the beliefs that were Covenant 
Players beliefs or that Chuck Tanner purported strongly. 

I fought tooth and nail and of course it wasn't very 
popular to fight these things tooth and nail. So, I have 
experienced a great amount of freedom. I think it is so 
much better for me to have gotten out of Covenant 
Players. I think it was very good for me to be in 
Covenant Players the length of time I was in, and it was 
also essential that I got out too. Because, had I stayed in 
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I don't think 1 would have been a better person. I think 
I'm a better person for having gone in and I'm a better 
person for having gotten out. 

Transcript of Oral Interview 
with Ms. Slrl Ueland 


Tom: Siri, you mentioned to me in our preliminary 
conversations that you gave consideration to becoming a 
pastor. Did your family go to church regularly? 

Siri: My family did. My parents are Christians but my 
sisters aren't. We belonged to the Norwegian Lutheran 
Church — the state church. 

Tom: My understanding is that in most of the state 
churches there is relatively less involvement than in the 
typical American church. Would you say that your family 
is a typical Norwegian family? 

Siri: No, in that we went to church we were probably not 
typical. Most people do not go to church. To give you an 
example, when I went to college there were only three 
Christians in the entire class, and everyone would know 
that we were the Christians. The rest never went to 
church except some of them maybe on Christmas eve. 
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Siri: I was a Christian and I really felt that I should go 
into some kind of ministry. 1 considered working for a 
short-term mission time with the YMCA program as a 
way of being involved in ministry and to gain experience 
as a leader in ministry. 

Tom: Where did you come across the Covenant Players? 

Siri: The Youth Leader at our church got a brochure about 
the Covenant Players putting on a drama workshop. I had 
attended a couple of workshops that the YMCA had put on 
and I was interested in drama. It wasn't necessarily 
doing the plays that I enjoyed -- I always wanted to be 
the reader when we did plays in school. It sounded 
fascinating and it was to be held in English which was 
kind of interesting and different. 

Tom: Had you studied English previously? Were you 
fluent? 

Siri: For seven years. I thought I was. I joined Covenant 
Players knowing that I would be performing in English, 
but I never really thought about the fact that I would be 
performing professionally in my second language. If I 
had thought of it I might have backed out. My parents 
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didn’t think i could do it and my friends thought I was 
crazy but it seemed right to me and I felt 1 could. 

Tom: Something has happened since you joined Covenant 
Players to make you think that you would like to make it 
your career. You have made a lifetime commitment — 
why? 


Siri: First of all, I can remember on my first mission 
praying, “Lord, don't call me to stay more than two 
years." (Two years is the minimum commitment required 
for a person who joins from outside the U.S.) I didn't feel 
any particular pressure to stay longer than that but ! 
just didn't think I should stay longer. I came to the U.S. 
with intention of staying a year and once I was here I 
began to feel that I should stay longer. I don't know, it's 
just that I began to discover the validity of the ministry 
-- how the plays affected people and that it really did 
make a difference in peoples lives. As the time went on I 
made a five year commitment after the two years. I 
began to reaPy pray about what I was going to do. I was 
afraid of making an emotional decision. I'm not a very 
emotional person, but what if sometime I was really 
struck by a certain play or by somebody who said 
something and I would just feel that "Gosh, this is where 
I belong" and I would give my whole life to this on an 
emotional decision. I'd seen other people do it. I knew 
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that if 1 made a commitment that would be it and I 
wouldn't back out of it. I wrote down the the pros and 
cons of it — why I would choose to stay and why I 
wouldn't choose to stay. 

Last year I was going home for Christmas and I knew 
my family would ask me what I was going to do. I felt I 
had to make some kind of decision about what I was 
going to do with the rest of my life. I felt that a ten or 
twenty year commitment would just not make sense for 
me -- it would be just saying, "Well, I'm going to be 
doing something else after ten or twenty years.” 

Tom: Was it necessary to your own peace of mind, to 
your own sense of call to make a public commitment as 
oppossed to just saying in your mind ”1 want to do this?" 

Siri: It was important to me to make the commitment 
although I didn't announce it to everybody. I told Chuck 
(Tanner) and a few others who are close to me. I called 
Chuck and I told him simply because i felt it was 
necessary. I know myself well enough to know that if I 
was the only one who knew I could back out. Well, 
actually, I saw the possibility of that happening if I 
made the promise to the Lord only I could say, "Well, Lord 
nobody else knows about it — you know there's nothing 
there." 
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there." 

Tom: There Is somewhat of an analogy between that and 
a marriage relationship too. It’s one thing to agree to 
live together with somebody without a formal 
declaration and to stand up before the minister and your 
family and friends and enter into a legal contract with 
your spouse. It implies a certain commitment that is 
permanent What do you have as a goal now? You know 
where you are going to be. What do you see yourself 
doing 30 years from now? 

Siri: i thought after I made the commitment everything 
was going to get really hard, but it didn't. I thought now 
that I made the promise Satan was going to really attack 
me, make it hard and make me really question my own 
commitment. I'm expecting that still; it probably will 
happen sometime. I still have times when I think/Now 
why did 1 ever do that?” But, I've never regretted making 
the commitment. 

1 don't know, I see so many possibilities. 1 just trust 
that the Lord will be with me wherever I’ll be. I'm 
planning on going to Europe again. 

Tom: What about marriage and family? Does it matter? 
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Slri: That was one of the hardest things when I made my 
commitment because I knew it could mean that I would 
never marry. It could also mean that I could never have 
children -- and I love children, l do want a family, but on 
the other hand I know the difficulties involved in having 
a family in Covenant Players ... in any full-time 
ministry. 

Tom: Even in the local parish. 

Siri: So, I just had to trust that if the Lord knows me, 
knows my life and has a plan for me, I just have to trust 
that if that is in His plan it will happen. And, if not, then 
I have to accept that -- because He wants the best for 
me. That was a real hard decision to make -- a real hard 
part of that commitment. 

Tom: So, you do have some goals -- it isn't just this 
great empty void stretching out into the future. What 
about the spiritual side? 

Siri: Again, I've grown so much since I’ve joined 
Covenant Players. I am at a point I would have never 
gotten to, I would never have even dreamed of the 
possibility that I could be.... That says to me that yes, 
there are other planes because I've come to other planes. 

I think that I need to work on my discipline in my 
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spiritual life and I really do want to come to the point 
where l*m willing to go anywhere, anytime at all. 
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APPENDIX B 

Examples of Promotional Materials Produced 
by Covenant Players 
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In the early 'sixties when Charles M. 
Tanner talked about his dream of a 
touring ministry in drama, his friends 
smiled and told him the church would 
-ever accept it. But 500,000 perfor¬ 
mances (in 6 languages in 30 countries) 
later. Covenant Players continues to 
minister for the Lord's purposes and 
vith His leadership. Part of the mes- 
s age is the method by which this has 
been accomplished. By design and 
practice. Covenant Players is a min¬ 
istry of faith. 

Covenant Players is a non-endowed, 
-on-profit corporation. It is not affil¬ 
iated with any church or other organ¬ 
ization. Its only support derives from 
engagements. Many of the touring 
missioners are committed to lifetime 
careers on that basis - and all have 
answered the call to this ministry. 

The Players do everything they can 
to keep expenses low. It is at times 
difficult. There are frequent times of 
-ot knowing from where the next meal 
will come. But it always comes... 
our Lord provides. 


COVENANT 
Oft PLAYERS 


f\ 


6311 DESOTOSUITE H 
PO BOX 4001 

WOODLAND HILLS.CA 91365 
(818)716-4191 


I would like to thank you for coming and 
ministering to our group. What you said 
and did struck home, and has encouraged 
many to consider their position in Christ. 
- Melody Land 

Woodlea Pentecostal Tabernacle 


RESPONSES TO 
COVENANT PLAYERS' 


MINISTRY 


Especially in regarding the ministry of 
God's word, I have never been a drama 
fan. The presentation of His message 
was so effective, so thought-provoking, 
that my whole thinking has changed. 

- The Rev. Lynn E. Peterson 
Calvary Baptist Church 


Not only was the quality of your 
work rewarding, but your spirit 
helped to make the presentations 
on stewardship and commitment 
all die more meaningful. 

- The Rev. Earl B. Wheeler 
Church of the Nazarene 


I am writing to let you know how much 
this group was appreciated and how well 
their ministry was received. Following 
the program, the youth were given the 
chance to respond during an altar call. 
The response was good, because the 
kids felt the spirit of God ministering 
to them through the drama. 

- The Rev. Duane L. Porter 
Assembly of God 
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In the beginning 
was the word 
John 1:1 

Covenant Players - 
a ministry in 
drama. 


At the end of the thirteenth 
Chapter of his letter to the 
Corinthians, Paul speaks of 
unde rstanding: 

"...and then we shall see, 
face to f ace . " 


Drama combines WORDS and 
ACTIONS - it thus becomes 
aform of communication that 
illuminates and clarifies. 


we use drama 
to communicate 

that ultimate 
_WORD 


ME THOD/AD APT ABILITY 
Covenant Players requires no elaborate 
sets, costumes or make-up. We are able 
to perform anywhere there is room for 
an audience to gather - church, fellow¬ 
ship hall, camp. With the imaginations 
of our viewers, we can transform any 
location into the home, office, church, 
school - the places in which people live 
and work, trying to follow the Lord. We 
can be used in worship, church school, 
dinners, revivals, outreach. 


MINISTRY 

Since they take place in familiar, person¬ 
al surroundings, the plays challenge the 
people - their minds and their hearts. 
The familiarity makes the communication 
in word and action, clearer and more im¬ 
pacting. In this challenge of seeing Bibli¬ 
cal truths enlivened - a seed is planted. 
The messages of the plays remain with 
the people, convicting them, long after 
we depart. They are there for your use 
in building deeper commitments to Jesus 
Christ, in bringing the seeds to fruition. 


'Go ye, into all the 


DOCTRINAL STATEMENT 
Covenant Players exists to communicate 
the Lord Jesus Christ through the medium 
of drama. Our head is Christ, the Son 
of the only God, Lord of our lives; ac¬ 
ceptance of Him is the only means of 
salvation. We believe in: the Trinity; the 
Holy Spirit's active participation in our 
lives and ministry; the Bible as the in¬ 
spired Word of God; one Baptism; the 
promised return of our Lord. We believe 
that we are each born again through the 
Grace and Love of Jesus Christ. 


THEMES 

The Covenant Players can become part 
of your ministry by doing plays which 
support your message. Below is just 
a partial listing of themes that are 
available. 

•Commitment and Belief 

•Evangelism and Outreach 
•Gifts and Guidance of the Holy Spirit 
•Power of the Scriptures 
•Stewardship of the Family of Christ 
•Power of Prayer 

•Church School and Religious Training 
•Mission and Ministry 
•Biblical - Old and New Testaments 
•Christian Rebirth and Behavior 


The leader of a unit serving you will, 
in consultation with you and through 
prayer, design a program especially 
for your people - 
to fit yours and the 
Lord’s needs. 


world...' 


CHARLES M. TANNEI 
Writer - Directo 
Mr. Tanner was born in 
Salamanca, NY, and attended Columbia 
and Syracuse Universities. After serving 
in the Korean War, he worked in the film 
industry, honing his writing, until the 
Lord called and empowered him for what 
he was to do. ’Chuck’ started CP in 1963 
when approached by a Christian Education 
Conference to write 3 plays. He continues 
to write, with the Lord's guidance, keep¬ 
ing up with developments in His church. 



110 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



£ 


■Themes 


The following Is a partial list 
of themes toward which our 
plays are aimed... 


Family Communications 
Parent/Child Relationships 
Drug/Alcohol Abuse 
Peer Pressure 
Values/Goals 
Living up to Potential 
Basic Morality 
Education 



.. .with over 800 plays, 
your theme becomes 
our target - 

for real communication 


COVENANT 
PLAYERS 


f: 


P O BOX 4001 
WOODLAND HILLS CA 91365 
(818) 716-4191 


We have had many different groups 
visit us in the past years. But I 
think that your company succeeded 
most admirably in gaining universal 
student appreciation, 

-Bruce Baker 

Gen. Vanier Secondary School 
Cornwall, Ontario, Canada 


After attending each of die morning 
performances, I felt they got better 
after each presentation, the whole¬ 
some images of the Covenant Players 
and die message that came through 
were, Indeed, commendable. 

-James E. Johnson, Principal 
Kaiserslautern American 
Elementary School 
Kaiserslautern, W. Germany 


The Players were very entertaining and 
very relevant in die classes here at the 
college. It is always a pleasure to see 
people perform in such a professional 
manner. 

-Dan R. Kraft 
California State College 
California, Pennsylvania 


Today the Covenant Players performed 
at Pleasantville School 5 times. I can 
only offer praise because they made a 
tremendous impact on each and every 
pupil. Although they perform in churches 
and the word 'covenant' is in their title, 
they do not preseht religious material 
in die school that would violate anyone's 
religion. 

-Carl E. Book, Principal 
Pleasantville School 
Wilmington, Delaware 


COVENANT 
f PLAYERS 

/ Menutiorul 

S repertory 

theatre 


the LAST 
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It is roughly three 
inches from the 
outer ear to the 
center of fhebrain~ 
that part from 
which behavior 
emanates ... 

...If this gap 

isn't bridged 


bridging the gap - 

If that 'three inches' is crossed, 
communication and learning occur. 
But how to bridge that 'gap'? 

A student is bombarded with words- 
words - spoken, written, broad¬ 
casted. This large volume does 
not increase communication, but 
obscures it. The words get their 
meaning from the person of the 
speaker - teacher, parent, peer - 
or are misinterpreted by die 
hearer. 

At that point drama becomes an 
effective tool. Through the pro¬ 
cess of identification - empathy 
between the audience and die 
characters - die viewer 
experiences what happens on 
stage. Our plays are challenging. 
They affect both mind and emo¬ 
tions. There must be some 
thinking - some response. 


where and hew 


Covenant Players perform anywhere 
there is room for an audience to gather. 
With our playwright and designer in one 
person, Charles M. Tanner, we can and 
have performed on full-aized stages, 
in classrooms, cafeterias - from the 
back of a flat-bed truck - wherever. 

A typical program is forty-five minutes 
to one hour long (or shorter or longer, 
your choice) and contains several plays 
of varying lengths 
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.. .there is no 

communication. 


They must respond because the 
identification gets past the 
defenses, the automatic walls 
that arise to block those last 3 
inches. This takes information 
past the gap into productive 
action. That is what we seek to 
do for you and your program. 


on a variety of subjects 
of your choosing. 


Outside of a table and 
two chairs, our sets 
are in the imagination 
of the viewer - riveting 
attention to the plays, the messages. 

We can be used in formal assemblies, 
convocations, classrooms (of almost 
any subject), during emphasis weeks. 
Discussion leading is available. Also, 
we do workshops - teaching students our] 
method of communicative drama. 
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Back in Che early 'sixties when Charles Tanner calked about his dream of a 
travelling ministry in drama, bis friends smiled and told him the church 
would never pay for it. But one million performances later. Covenant Players 
continues to roll along as if there were nothing to it. With over 125 touring 
units, the Players have now performed throughout 65 countries on six conti¬ 
nents in twelve languages. In addition to live drama, the ministry now 
includes radio, television, motion pictures, records, cassette tapes, video¬ 
cassettes and workshops in drama and communications. The end is not in sight. 
And part of the message is the method by which it has all been accomplished. 
By design and practice. Covenant Players is totally a ministry of faith. 

Covenant Players is a non-endowed, non-profit corporation. It is not affili¬ 
ated with any church or other organization. Its only financial support is 
derived from the performing engagements and occasional donations. The money 
thus earned pays for vans, gasoline, insurance, maintenance, office space, 
phones and utilities - literally every expense such a massive undertaking 
entails...plus the entire income of all the touring actors. Their salaries 
begin at $30.00 per week and they are paid only when the money is available. 
Many of them are committed to lifetime careers on that basis, because they 
are dedicated to the ministry. 

The Players do everything they can to keep expenses low and they keep their 
financial requests below the level actually needed to sustain their opera¬ 
tion, in deference to small churches and groups who could not afford a 
higher rate. Whenever possible, they hope to exceed the minimum, in order 
to make up the difference. 

It is at times a difficult life. There are frequent occasions of literally 
not knowing where the next meal is coming from. But it always comes...the 
Lord provides. And the Covenant Players joyously continue to live and grow 
on the cutting edge of faith that God, through the Holy Spirit, is the 
greatest possible security for those who truly seek to do His work. It is a 
great life and ministry! 


World Headquarters 

6311 DeSoto,Suite H PO Box 4001 / Woodland Hills / CA 91365 -(818)716-4191 
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.major themes a* 


COMMITMENT 

INVOLVEMENT 

RESPONSIBILITY 

VALUES 

MEANING AND PURPOSE 
FORGIVENESS 
FAMILY/COMMUNICATION 
GOD’S LOVE AND POWER 
FAITH 

WHAT IS THE CHURCH? 
EVANGELISM 
WITNESS 
STEWARDSHIP 


FAITH AND WORKS 
POWER OF THE BIBLE 
BUSINESS VS. CHRISTIANITY 
DRUGS AND ALCOHOL ABUSE 
CHRISTIAN EDUCATION 
COMMUNICATION 
SOCIAL CONCERNS 
MORALITY & ETHICS 
RECONCILIATION 
SERVANTHOOD 
HOPE 
PRAYER 

INTERPRETING GOD’S WILL 


J ags otnfer themes 

spiritual sensitivity / Decision \ 

Malting / Listening to the Lord/ I 
Living to the Lord/Living Sacrifice) 
t Servanthood/Leadership in the / 

\ Church and Christianity/Mime / 

\ Interpretation/Biblical / 

\ Characterizations/Poetry/ / 
\Abstracts/Three Act / 

• X. Plays/Musicals 


sideral themes 

Sequdanf -fat ao* be* t 

aepuUtMa ufac SpMJ&tdJwfijri. 
dfikz Mrsertita yd. T 

Coveting.. .Materialism.. .Mission in 
Ministry.. .Choices.. .Apathy... 
Submission to the Lord.. .Belief... 
Sacrifice.. .Spiritual Freedom... 

Where your heart is.. .Surrender... 

Joy in Christ.. .Purpose of the Church. 

. .Advent/Lent.. .Ecology.. .Working 
Together.. .Affluence and Poverty... 
Judging Others.. .Singles (in ministry). 

. .Marriage (communication and 
enrichment).. .Laity Vs. Clergy... 
Caring about People.. .Interpersonal 
Relationships... Race Relations... 
Attitude and Approach.. .Knowledge 
and Faith. ..Baptism.. .Ego and Self- 
Image.. .Hunger.. .Hypocrisy.. .Love- 
Hate. . .The Military.. .The Ministry 
(day in the life of...).. .No Easy 
Answers.. .Politics and Christianity... 
Positive Statement Plays.. .The Second 
Coming.. .Practicality vs. Christianity. 
. .Senior Citizens.. .Thanksgiving... 
Unity in the Faith...Miracles - the 
Power of the Lord.. .Missions... 
Practical Christianity... 
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